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ABSTRACT
Do I Belong Here? Exploring Black Male Student Perceptions of Retention
Initiatives
Jason A. Ottley
The retention and graduation rate of Black male students at institutions of higher education is
dismal when compared to other groups. Approximately, 30% of Black college males who enroll
in a four-year institution earn a college degree compared to 57% of White male students
(Bohrnstedt et al., 2015). Black men find it difficult to persist and complete a college degree,
and reasons behind it should be explored. The purpose of this study is to explore student and
administrator perceptions of retention strategies for Black male students attending a
Predominantly White Institution (PWI).
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Chapter One
Introduction
A college degree increases the likelihood of employment, future earnings and personal
satisfaction. However, the challenge in earning a degree differs based on race, gender and
socioeconomic status (Palmer et al., 2014). The United States Congress passed Title VI of the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 to ensure equal opportunity in federally assisted programs and activities
(Rudolph, 1990). Thus, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 protected persons from discrimination
based on race, color, and ethnicity by institutions of higher education (Rudolph, 1990).
Although Predominantly White Institutions (PWI) are more racially integrated, Black college
males face unique challenges from their White counterparts, which make them the least likely of
all students to be retained and earn a college degree (Harper, 2006; Strayhorn, 2014). Roughly,
30% of Black college males who enroll in a four-year institution earn a college degree compared
to 57% of white male students (Bohrnstedt et al., 2015) and less than 30% of Black college
males remain at their first college (Palmer et al., 2014). Consequently, the number of Black
college males who enroll in college and never earn a degree, are limited in their ability to achieve
goals that require an earned degree. While there are numerous reasons that contribute to Black
college males departing from college before earning a degree, there are visible and present
reasons that are beyond the control of Black males. According to Palmer et al. (2014) many
Black college males are from racially segregated and predominantly Black communities and
attend PWI more than Historically Black College and Universities (HBCU). Black college males
who attend school in rural locations may be confronted with additional pressures than Blacks
who attend school in urban environments. Consequently, by acculturating to the majority
lifestyle and being surrounded by faculty, students, and staff who are from mostly rural areas, the
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challenges that Black college males face attending a rural PWI may prove to be more than they
anticipated. This dissertation expands knowledge to this area of study by exploring an
institutional strategy at a rural PWI aimed to increase Black college male retention and
graduation. In addition, this study provides a foundation to understand Black college male
perceptions of these institutional strategies and perceptions of the rural environment in which
they attend school.
Problem Statement
There is a significant amount of literature on college retention strategies designed to
prevent college student departure (Austin, 1997). The majority of retention research focuses on
the white student population and little attention has been given to Black and nontraditional
students (Harper, 2006). Research on Black college students groups all Black students together
instead of focusing on Black students heterogeneously. The limited amount of information
surrounding Black college male retention focuses on students who attend HBCUs, which adds to
the complexity institutions face when attempting to increase retention rates for Black college
male students who attend PWIs (Watson, 2002).
While colleges and universities are implementing programs to increase Black college
male retention, the number of Black college male students who depart from college before
earning a degree continues to rise (Baker, 2013). It is unknown why retention programs are not
increasing Black college male retention, but present studies do not explore the perceptions of
these programs from the perspective of its participants. Due to the limited knowledge on Black
college male participants’ experiences regarding retention initiatives, institutional leaders have a
limited understanding on how to increase Black college male retention. In addition, there is a
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dearth of literature discussing Black college male retention programs at land-grant PWIs located
on rural campuses
The retention initiative explored in this study focuses on the development and retention
of Black male undergraduate and graduate students. This initiative is designed to provide an
extra layer of support for Black men as they adjust college life. Each month, participants and
facilitators of the initiative gather together to discuss various topics related to the specific needs
and interests of its participants. Collectively, participants are assigned a professional mentor and
graduate student peer mentor to support them in a variety of ways throughout their collegiate
journey. Mentors and participants meet for meals, evening/weekend activities, tutoring, and any
discussion pertinent to participants college experience. In this qualitative single-case study
inquiry, the author explored the retention initiative in place to better understand the role this
ancillary program plays in advocating and promoting the retention of Black college males who
attend a PWI located on a rural college campus. Furthermore, the Black college male student
and faculty perceptions of the retention initiative are also explored.
Research Questions
This research was guided by the following questions:
1. How do Black male students perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a
retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?
2. How do college administrators perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a
retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?
3. Are there differences in how Black male students and college administrators perceive the
purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a retention initiative aimed to increase Black
college male retention?
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Introduction to Black College Male Retention
For many years, Black college males enrolled in HBCUs, but presently more Black
college males are enrolled in PWIs (Reid, 2013). The increase in Black college males attending
PWIs has led to changes in institutional policies that structure how institutions address retention
and graduation completion (Sedlacek, 1987). Some of these changes address how institutions
have traditionally approached increasing retention and graduation completion rates and specify
action items that contribute to increasing these rates for Black college men. Typically, there are
two types of situations that lead to a student withdrawing from college; a) involuntary, where a
student has to leave because they fail to meet mandatory academic requirements; and b)
voluntary, where students leave for various reasons that are not always related to academic
requirements (Dodd et al., 2009). There are many studies that discuss the number of Black
college male students who do not reach graduation; however, there are only a limited number of
studies that focus on understanding retention from the perspective of student participants.
Presently, 30% of Black males who enroll in a four-year bachelor’s degree-granting institution
return to college the following year compared to the national average of 60% (Palmer et al.,
2014). Due to the rise in the number of Black men who leave college before earning a degree, it
is necessary to question if programs currently in place to increase Black male retention are
working, and, subsequently, whether administrators and researchers are aware of why students
voluntarily leave their first college. Tinto (1975) claimed that colleges will increase retention
when students socially and academically integrate into the college environment. However,
research shows Black men do not integrate well into a PWIs (Harper, 2006). If Black men are
struggling to integrate into PWIs, then there is a need to understand what is hindering their
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integration, reasons for voluntary departure, and how to best support Black men who voluntarily
remain in college.
Many Black college males who attend PWIs come from home and school environments
that are markedly different from their white peers, which makes for a difficult transition to
college and one that is atypical of white students’ experience (Solorzano et al., 2000). Some
Black college males attended low-performing high schools and have unlikely ideas of what to
expect in college. For some Black college males, they are the first in their family to attend
college and the first time they are surrounded by a culture much different than their own. In
addition to being part of a new environment, Black college males struggle with being welcomed
and accepted by white faculty, staff, and peers (Solórzano et al., 2000). Even campus programs,
dormitories, student organizations, and collegiate spaces are representative of the white student
population and Black college males have a difficult time connecting and fitting in (Léger, 2002).
Black college males struggle to feel connected to their college environment for numerous
reasons besides not feeling accepted on campus. Research suggests that many Black college
males are academically underprepared for college (LaVant et al., 1997). Some Black college
males are accepted to college with low reading and math scores, placing them behind many of
the other students in their college courses. Black college males are more likely to enroll in
remedial college courses than white students, which marks them as academically incapable of the
rigors of college in the eyes of white peers or faculty (Palmer et al., 2009). This places Black
male students at an academic disadvantage because they ultimately have to take more college
courses than the average college student. Furthermore, Black college males sparingly interact
with faculty (Palmer et al., 2009). Research indicates that Black college males do not view
college professors as role models and believe college professors have low academic expectations
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for them (Guiffrida, 2005a). Social underpreparedness is another contributing factor to low
retention rates of Black college males (Guiffrida, 2005a).
Black college males who struggle with integrating into the college environment and
excelling academically may also struggle psychologically. Some studies have shown that Black
college males report feelings of isolation, stress, personal dissatisfaction, and low self-efficacy
when compared to white students (Keels, 2013; Palmer & Wood, 2012; St. Leger, 2012). Black
college males with high self-efficacy do well academically, but those who enter college with
low-self efficacy tend to depart from college before earning a degree (Reid, 2013). Reid (2013)
asserts that Black college males who have high self-efficacy tend to integrate into the social and
academic spaces of the institution, join student organizations, take leadership roles on campus,
and do well academically compared to Black college males with low self-efficacy.
Research indicates how difficult it has been for institutions to retain Black men. With
lower Black male retention rates at PWIs compared to HBCUs, many PWIs are looking for ways
to increase these rates through programs and initiatives (Museus, 2014). Researchers suggest
there are several determinants that cause students to voluntarily depart from college: family
responsibilities, economic factors, campus fit, sense of belonging, dissatisfaction with dormitory,
low GPA, disengagement from faculty, and poor advising (Sedlacek, 1987). The surge of
retention initiatives was created to help institutions increase retention rates. There are few
colleges that promote retention initiatives for Black male students on the college website. If
there are other PWIs who participate in retention initiatives for Black male students, it is not
clearly visible on the school webpage. The Faculty Mentor Program at the University of
Louisville pairs faculty mentors with incoming African-American male freshman to assist in
connecting with the university. The Todd Anthony Bell National Resource Center for African
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Americans at The Ohio State University promotes educational and social programs to help
improve Black college male retention and graduation completion. The University of
Cincinnati’s Black Man’s Think Tank is a mentoring and leadership program that pairs Black
male faculty and professional staff with Black undergraduate college males. The aim of the
program is to increase Black male retention through positive relationships with college
personnel. The Black Male Initiative at North Carolina State University has a living learning
component that places Black college males in the same courses and in the same dormitory. One
component of this program is mandatory study hall hours designed to enhance learning for Black
college males. The Men of Dillard is a Black male retention program at Dillard University
located in New Orleans, Louisiana. Black males participate in monthly round table discussions
with Black faculty and staff, take cooking classes to learn to work as a team, and review films
that deal with Black male life experiences. While there are existing Black male retention
programs, there is not an exploration of student participant perspectives of retention programs at
PWIs located on a rural campus. This dissertation explores a Black male retention program at a
PWI located on a rural college campus and examines the participants’ perceptions of this
retention program as well as the perceptions of the administration in charge of the programs
design and application.
Conceptual Framework
The Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement (Swail, 2004) is a
conceptual framework that describes the relationship between students and the institution they
attend. The framework places the student at the center of the model and addresses the questions,
“What can institutions do to help each student get through college?”; and, “How can institutions
help integrate students academically and socially into the campus, as well as support their

BLACK MALE STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF RETENTION INITIATIVES

8

cognitive and social development?” The geometric model is shaped like a triangle, which
denotes a particular force or impetus on a student. The three forces account for student
outcomes: cognitive, social, and institutional factors (see Figure 1). Cognitive factors refer to
what a student brings with him or her to college. The cognitive factors include the academic
ability such as proficiency in reading, writing and mathematics. An important component of the
cognitive factors related to student persistence is a student’s decision-making and problem
solving. Social factors are important to a student’s stability. The social factors include
integration with peers and the institution, cultural history, and personal attitudes. Research
shows that social integration is important to student retention and students have a hard time
persisting if they are not socially connected to the institution. The institutional factors refer to
the “practices, strategies, and culture of the college or university that impact student persistence
and achievement” (Swail, Redd, & Perna, 2003, p. 77) such as academic and social support,
course content and instruction, and student programming. The geometric model places
institutional factors at the base of the triangle because the college forms the foundation for
student success (Swail, 2004).
The student achieves equilibrium, a term to describe the mode of student persistence,
when the forces from all sides (cognitive, social, and institutional) create a balance. If
equilibrium is lost, students risk departing from college. The cognitive dimension relates to
students’ skills, abilities, and knowledge that empower them to succeed in the classroom. Swail
(2004) contends that some external forces, such as peers, faculty, and characteristics that students
bring with them to college are also considered cognitive factors. The social dimension relates to
cultural history, family influence, financial problems, and socioeconomic status. The
institutional dimension relates to everything akin to support or hinder students’ ability to
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navigate and succeed in college. Such factors include financial aid, campus climate, support
services, policy and practices, campus-wide facilities and diversity initiatives.
Swail (2004) discusses the process of reaching equilibrium in two stages. The first stage
represents a series of variables on each side of the geometric model. Each variable has an effect
on student persistence, which suggests that one variable can be equally neutralized by another
variable. For example, if a student has strong social factors, but extremely low institutional
factors, their ability to persist may come with some challenges. However, certain variables can
combine and work with or against other variables. The combination of forces or reciprocity
produces a net effect for each of the three planes of the geometric model (Swail, 2004).
The second stage refers to the continuation of reciprocity. The forces generated
individually or across axes accounts for the stability or instability of student persistence and
ultimately the achievement of equilibrium. The triangle does not have to be equilateral in order
to reach stability. The model supports student retention when equilibrium is reached.
Equilibrium of the model can be reached by an infinite combination of variables from each of the
three axes (see Figure 2).
The strength of the geometric model of student persistence and achievement is helpful for
understanding the multiple forces that shape Black college male experiences. The model
recognizes the role of the institution, student motivation, and personal skills as well as the
support of family and peers. Understanding the cognitive and social factors that influence Black
college male retention brings awareness to the institution on how to improve institutional
practice. Black college males benefit from this geometric model because their needs are placed
at the center of the model and the institution has a responsibility to the success of Black college
males. This model is significant to this research study because the primary focus is on the
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student, contrary to most student-persistent models that place social, cognitive, and institutional
factors at the center. Moreover, participants in this study attend a PWI located on a rural campus
and some may have entered the university in need of an adjustment period where social,
cognitive, and institutional segregation was occurring. Participants discussed their adjustment, if
any, to college at a PWI and if the forces (social, cognitive, and institutional) accounted for
student outcome and retention. Lastly, membership in the retention initiative is common among
participants, and the possible effects the initiative had on participants may help future studies
address the significance of this conceptual framework as well as evoke student participant ideas
in designing initiatives that serve a specific student population.

Figure 1. Geometric model of student persistence and achievement (Swail, 2004)
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Figure 2. Geometric model of student persistence and achievement (Swail, 2004)
Significance
The retention rate of Black college males is 30% (Palmer et al., 2014). Compared to
white and other minority students, Black males have the lowest retention rate of all student
groups (Palmer et al., 2014). Rarely is this phenomenon examined through the perceptions of
Black males who participate in retention initiatives. Most studies have systematically examined
the experiences of Black male college students who attend HBCUs, but few studies have
explored experiences at PWIs. Likewise, this study is one of few to examine the experiences of
Black male college students who attend a PWI located on a rural campus. Moreover, rarely have
studies explored the perceptions of retention programs through the lenses of its participants.
Instead, programs have been designed by educators who use conceptual models that do not
reflect the demographics or student backgrounds that are unique to the institution. This research
will expand the literature on Black male retention by providing insights from Black college
males who participate in retention initiatives. This dissertation fills a gap in the literature by
exploring the perceptions of a Black male retention initiative at a PWI located on a rural campus.
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Scholarly Significance
Campus-based qualitative research is needed to help institutions identify best practices
that aid in retaining Black college men. Most retention programs lack: proven research, specific
to the needs of the campus, institutionalized, a strong budget, support and student-centered
(Swail, Redd, & Perna, 2003). This qualitative research study draws on the experiences of Black
college male students who participated in a retention initiative. The researcher explored the
participant experiences within the retention initiative in order to comprehend student
perspectives concerning the effectiveness of the initiative. The research from this study may aid
college practitioners in establishing institutional programs that are specifically tailored to the
needs of Black males by taking into account their perspectives. Black college males are not
monolithic and without qualitative research the conversation about Black male retention
continues to be too broad. Furthermore, this study may provide faculty and staff valuable insight
from the Black male perspectives of their college experiences so that faculty can better assist
Black men academically. Consequently, college administrators can better assist Black men by
establishing educational practices that are inclusive of Black men as well as institutional
programs that increase the engagement of Black men leading to higher retention rates.
Definitions
● Effectiveness – the degree to which something is successful in producing a desired
result; success; a change which is a result or consequence of an action or other cause;
● HBCU – a college or university that was originally founded to educate students of
African-American descent;
● Processes – a series of actions or steps taken in order to achieve a particular end;
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● Purposes – the reason for which something is done or created or for which something
exists;
● PWI – Predominantly White Institution is the term used to describe institutions of
higher learning in which whites account for 50% or greater of the student enrollment;
● Rural – characterized by geographic isolated area located outside of cities and town;
small populations size.
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Chapter Two
We see black men as problems that our society must find ways to eradicate. We regularly
determine them to be the root cause of most problems in school and society…while the
society apparently loves them in narrow niches and specific slots - music, basketball,
football and track - we seem less comfortable with them in places like the National Honor
Society, the debate team or computer lab. (Ladson-Billings, 2011, p. 9)
Review of Literature
Black men are the least retained student group in U.S. colleges and universities (Palmer
et al., 2014). For Black men who do persist in college, roughly 70% never earn a college degree
(Cuyjet, 2006; Harper, 2006). There is a strong correlation between Black men earning a college
degree and an increase in employment and socioeconomic status. Consequently, there is a need
for programs and strategies that are proven to retain Black college men. In my study, I explore
the experiences and perceptions of Black college male students who participated in an
institutional initiative aimed at increasing retention among Black college males. In addition, I
also examined college administrators’ perceptions of the same institutional initiative and then
explored the process by which the initiative became institutionalized. In this chapter, I review
and discuss the history of college student retention, factors related to Black college male
retention, institutional retention strategies specific to Black college males, racial identity
development, and the effects of institutional racism on Black college males.
Classical Explanation of College Student Retention
Why students leave college before completing a degree has been a question that has
intrigued the minds of theorists and educators for many years. College student retention is a
phenomenon that poses problems for institutions and the students who attend. Institutions are
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affected by the instability of institutional enrollment, budgets, and the overall perception of the
quality of the institution (Braxton & Hirschy, 2005). College students are affected by student
loans, lifetime earnings, and a loss of human capital (Braxton, 2000). According to the National
Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2017), 61% of students who started college in the fall of
2015 returned in the fall of 2016. Asian students have the highest retention rate at 72.9%, while
Black students have the lowest retention rate at 54.5% (NSCRC, 2017).
Student retention was a modest inquiry until the explosion of student enrollment in higher
education after World War II (Berger & Lyon, 2005). President Roosevelt signed the GI Bill in
1944, which provided World War II veterans money for a college education. By 1950, more
than two million veterans had enrolled in higher education and by the 1960s student enrollment
also increased among low income and minority students (Berget & Lyon, 2005). The sudden
growth also meant the departure of students as well. Colleges and universities across the nation
were unprepared to serve fast-growing and diverse populations, and by the end of the 1960s
many institutions acknowledged student retention was a common concern (Demetriou &
Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011). Consequently, the rise of student retention studies increased during
this era (Astin, 1977; Bean, 1980; Spady,1971; Summerskill, 1962; Tinto,1975). For the purpose
of this study, student retention refers to the process that leads students to remain at the institution
they first enrolled (Tinto, 1987).
Some roots or common themes related to students leaving college include student intent,
adjustment, difficulty, incongruence, isolation, obligations, and finances (Tinto, 1993).
Freshmen students are the most likely to drop out of school compared to other classification
ranks, and only half of an incoming class graduates within four to five years (Bean, 2001). Bean
(2001) suggests there is a typical profile of students who are retained year to year; they (a) enroll
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in college following high school; (b) attend a four-year private or public university seeking a
bachelor’s degree; (c) are full-time students; (d) come from a white or Asian family whose
parents are educated with high annual incomes; (e) attended a high quality high school; (f)
received good grades in high school; (g) scored well on college entry exams; (h) intend to
graduate and set career goals; (i) participate in college activities and have a positive attitude
towards school; and (j) identify the campus as being a good fit (Bean, 2001). The fewer of these
characteristics a student has, the more likely they will depart from college before earning a
degree (Bean, 2001). The retention of students is important to institutions because without high
retention rates, institutions cannot survive. For years, institutions have looked to theory to
understand reasons for student departure as well as to design policies and strategies to support
retention efforts. In the following section, I highlight student retention theorists who have shed
light in understanding the student departure phenomenon.
Student Retention Theorists
The first study of student retention was led by John McNeely who conducted research at
60 institutions and examined how students’ individual characteristics could influence retention
and departure (Berger & Lyon, 2005). McNeely (1937) focused on what he called “student
mortality” or the failure of students to graduate college. He found that student retention involved
several factors, some of which include time to degree, impact of college size, and student rank or
classification. At the time, students’ academic grades were the only predictor of retention
(McNeely, 1937), but other theorists noted academic grades should not be the only variable
considered (Astin, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
William Spady’s (1971) model of student dropout in higher education was the first
widely recognized model used in retention studies. His research findings noted that previous
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student retention studies did not use a sociological approach and lacked theoretical and empirical
continuity. In addition, Spady (1971) was the first to acknowledge the differences in student
attrition or departure: those who leave their first college, those who withdraw and never earn a
degree, and those who are dismissed from their college or university. He proposed that the
analysis of student withdrawal required a more complex model than previous models that
indicated students leave institutions out of carelessness.
Spady’s (1971) focus was the academic and social systems of college and how those
structures contributed to student departure. His retention model, Undergraduate Process Model
took shape and was inspired by sociologist and French philosopher Emile Durkheim’s (1951)
theory of suicide. Durkheim found that individuals committed suicide due to a lack of support
by friends and the absence of values in the social system to which they belonged (Bean, 2001).
Durkheim (1951) believed the number of individuals who committed suicide could be reduced if
they found ways to integrate socially and intellectually into spaces within society. Spady (1971)
postulated that students who withdraw from college did so because they did not fit into the social
system arising out of a lack of value congruence (academic integration) or support. He proposed
that academic potential, value congruence, grade performance, intellectual development and
friendship support were direct factors for student departure (Spady, 1971).
Spady also highlighted that social integration would have an indirect effect on departure.
His 1971 empirical study concluded that academic performance was the strongest factor for
student dropout, but he also found student’s social integration, grade performance, and
intellectual development were indirect factors for student departure. Following Spady’s work,
other retention studies and frameworks were adjusted to account for the impact of studentcollege relationships on student retention (Aljohani, 2016). Using Spady’s model of student
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departure as a benchmark, Tinto (1975) alleged that Spady (1971) and other theoretical models
developed in the past only described the dropout process but failed to explain the process leading
up to student departure.
While Tinto’s (1975) model of student integration was based on the work of William
Spady (1971) and agreed with Spady that colleges consist of an academic and social system that
impact student success, Tinto argued that Durkheim’s theory of suicide did not theoretically
indicate how different students adopted behaviors to depart from their institution. Instead, Tinto
believed Durkheim’s (1951) theory of suicide and Spady’s (1971) model of student departure
were descriptive models that explained the conditions by which a generalized group of students’
behaviors would lead to student departure. Tinto argued that a model did not exist to explain the
individual behavior that led to student departure. Tinto suggested that a theory of student
departure that would explain the longitudinal process of withdrawal as well understanding the
complex behaviors that underlie student departure was necessary. Tinto (1975) posited that
students come to college with pre-characteristics and commitments that affect their college
success. He contended that students enter both an academic and social system that influences
their ongoing goals and commitment to remain at the institution. Tinto argued that students who
do not achieve some level of academic or social integration would likely leave the institution.
Tinto’s model (1975) was later revised to address criticism of generalized findings, (i.e., lack of
identifying various student groups) and the absence of specific institutional data (Bean, 2001).
Tinto’s revised model (1993) is similar in structure to his earlier ones (1975, 1987) with
the addition of student commitment outside of the institution, plans to remain enrolled, and the
identification of the unique college experiences of different student groups. Tinto identified
different student groups, such as African-American students, low-income students, transfer
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students, adult students, and non-traditional students as having unique experiences that require
different retention strategies than those recommended for the majority. Tinto’s (1993) revised
model was based on Arnold Van Gennep’s (1960) anthropological rites of passage theory. Van
Gennep (1960) believed that to be part of a group or community, individuals must persist
through a three-phase process: separation, transition, and incorporation. The separation phase
symbolizes individuals detaching from an established point in the social structure (Van Gennep,
1960). The transition phase is the period between stages, where some individuals leave a former
state, but has not joined the new state (Van Gennep, 1960). The incorporation phase is the idea
of an individual becoming fully invested into the culture of the society (Van Gennep, 1960).
Tinto (1993) posited that the process of colleges retaining students functioned similar to
individuals becoming part of communities; students would remain enrolled in college if they
separated themselves from their family and peers, adopted the values and behaviors of the
institution, and were committed to pursuing those values and behaviors (1993). Tinto’s (1975,
1993) model on student departure revolutionized the way theorists understood student departure
and has become the most widely used student departure model. Throughout the 1980s and
1990s, literature on student retention increased as many institutions developed an interest in
understanding the multiple factors that interplay with college student departure.
John Bean (1980) developed his explanatory model of student retention based on the
theoretical models of Spady (1971), Tinto (1975), and Price (1977). He was influenced by the
work of John Price (1977) who studied turnover in work organizations. Price (1977) developed a
structural model that identified the fundamentals of employee job satisfaction and intent to leave
an organization. He found that the nature of the job, participation, job satisfaction, distributive
justice, and family responsibility were all antecedents of job turnover (1977). Bean believed
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student departure from college is similar to the process of employee turnover. Bean argued that
individual student characteristics and student satisfaction were reasons students remained or
withdrew from an institution. Bean (1980) was mostly interested in understanding the
environmental factors that influenced a student’s interaction with the institution and how that
affected decisions to persist. He found that students are simultaneously influenced by
environmental factors, such as finances, relationships with peers and faculty, and family
responsibility, institutional fit, and academic capabilities. These environmental factors cause
students to develop attitudes about their own proficiencies and the institution they attend (Bean,
1980). He later revised his student attrition model to incorporate a general student attrition
model for traditional students within different institutional types. Bean teamed up with Barbara
Metzner and developed a model of student retention (1985) for nontraditional students. This
model (Bean & Metzner,1985) was the first to address older, working students who often
commuted to campus. The retention of nontraditional students was approached differently
because the social integration factors were not the same as it were for residential students (Bean
& Metzner, 1985).
Alexander Astin’s (1984) Student Involvement Theory is partially derived from his 1975
study on college student dropouts. The core concept of his theory includes student
demographics, college environment, and student characteristics. He argued that students depart
from college because of lack of involvement and failure to connect to an aspect of the institution.
Astin (1984) defined involvement as the amount of physical and psychological energy a student
devotes to the academic experience (e.g., academic work, participation in extracurricular
activities, and interaction with faculty and peers). He believed students connected to the college
through academic and social opportunities. Astin defined academic involvement by time spent
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studying and developing cognitive skills. He defined social opportunities as participation in
campus activities and membership in student clubs and organizations. Astin (1977, 1985)
showed that students’ experience on campus and outside the classroom could contribute to
student departure. Involvement in both academic and social activities increases student retention
(Astin, 1985). In his study of college student dropouts (1977), Astin found that students, who
lived on campus, held part time jobs on campus, joined social fraternities or sororities, and
participated in extracurricular activities made decisions to remain on campus regardless of sex,
race, ability, or family background. However, besides Astin, few theorists during this time
examined and compared student persistence by sex or race. Astin found that Black students were
more likely to persist at Black colleges than white colleges. In addition, white students from
small towns were more likely to persist at small colleges than larger ones. Astin’s (1984)
approach in recognizing how multiple student groups are affected differently led to the focus of
understanding retention for students of color and underrepresented populations.
Retention theorists have found many reasons why students leave before completing a
degree. Howbeit, theorists during the ‘70s and ‘80s were not effective in explaining student
departure to suit to the needs of institutions and administrators making decisions about retention
efforts (Tinto, 1975). Most attempts to explain student departure focused on psychological
models of student persistence, which explained student departure as a shortcoming of the
individual and not an institutional shortcoming. While psychological views of student departure
are warranted, it only faulted students and ignored any notion the institution and institutional
environment was to blame. It was not until the 1980s that theorists began to view student
departure from a sociological lens, accounting for the impact of student-college relationships on
student persistence (Bean, 2001). Academic factors such as GPA, test scores, the rigor of
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college courses, and study skills contribute to student retention (Bean, 2001). Non-academic
factors such as student engagement, institutional support, family and peer support, student
motivation, and institutional fit also increase student retention (Astin, 1985; Kuh et al., 2008;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Presently, there are a number of retention studies and partial
theories that focus on student retention (Braxton, 2000). Braxton (2000) contends there is no
grand theory because differences, such as institutional types, age, gender, race, and
underrepresented groups, make it difficult to propose one general theory. The lack of retention
research for underrepresented groups highlights one of the limitations of retention studies. While
theorists have stretched existing retention models to address new concerns, there remain a
number of important areas of underrepresented student inquiry that have yet to be adequately
explored. While student demographics in higher education has changed and continues to
represent an increase in minority enrollment, the majority of retention studies still focus on white
students (Gloria et al., 1999). Institutions must view student retention as an ongoing, campuswide responsibility in order to ensure student success for all students (Levitz, 2001).
Consequently, a second group of retention theories emerged that moved beyond
addressing all students using the same retention strategies and began to place the onus on the
institution to develop practices, policies, and structures that include students of color (Maldonado
et al., 2005). Institutions that are reflective of diversity as opposed to pushing students of color
to assimilate with white norms have restructured their policies and practices to embrace the
demographic changes of college campuses (Maldonado et al., 2005). Since this shift, there have
been some major studies that have examined non-white retention studies and the impact they
have had on students of color.
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Dale (1995) assessed the impact of the Horizons Student Support Program on college
freshmen at Purdue University. Horizons is a federally funded program that was created to
increase the retention of first generation, low income, or physically disabled students. Dale
(1995) compared 47 freshmen who met for five hours each week in a freshman orientation
course and the mandatory support services given to 47 freshmen who were not part of the
Horizons program. The support services included belonging to a social network, instruction in
effective study methods, and tutoring. The outcomes showed that 85% of Horizons program
participants were retained through 10 semesters while the control group retained 47% (Dale,
1995).
Schultz, Colton, and Colton (2001) assessed the impact of the Adventor program on the
retention of students of color. The Adventor program at Kutztown University requires students
to interact with their faculty advisers on a weekly basis through email, visits, and phone calls, to
maintain consistent contact during the first year. The study consisted of 19 students and 15
faculty members who participated in the program and a control group that did not participate.
The outcomes indicated that 77% of the program’s participants returned to school the next year
compared to 67% of the control group (Schultz, Colton, and Colton, 2001).
A Minority Retention Project (MRP) based in Northern California was created to support
the retention of minority nursing majors and minority pre-nursing students (Gardner, 2005).
Faculty from this California institution received a grant for $22,304 to fund the MRP for one
year. The MRP was designed to address minority students’ feelings of alienation,
discrimination, and difficulties with academics at their institution. The nursing faculty used a
variety of strategies to promote close contact and sense of community between minority students
and their peers and faculty. Some of those strategies include a retention coordinator; mentoring
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network; language partnership, family night; health care seminar; cultural competency workshop
for faculty; and a minority support group. For the 2003–2004 school year, the MRP achieved
100% retention of minority nursing students (Gardner, 2005).
A new approach to student retention emerged in the mid-1990s called Student-Initiated
Retention Project (SIRP). These programs are student organized, student run, student funded,
and serve students of color (Maldonado et al., 2005). The University of California at Berkeley
has a SIRP program that operates as a collective of five student-initiated retention centers: “the
Black Recruitment and Retention Center, the Native American Recruitment and Retention
Center, the Pilipino Academic Student Services, the Raza Recruitment and Retention Center, and
Recruitment, Retention and Empowerment of Asian Pacific Islander Youths Considering Higher
Education” (Maldonado et al., 2005, p. 10). Maldonado et al. (2005) found that members of the
SIRP program reported enjoying being part of transforming institutional norms and negotiating
the culture and social aspects of the college community through workshops and activities. The
program develops students’ cultural identity by reinforcing cultural roots and promoting
challenging oppressive social and institutional norms. While there is no empirical data to reflect
the success of the program, students report feeling connected to the university and have every
intention to persist and graduate (Maldonado et al., 2005).
In an effort to increase retention and graduation rates for Black students attending a large
Midwestern research institution, two Black faculty created the African American Student
Network (Grier-Reed et al., 2008). The network is designed to address, understand and help
students cope with the stressors faced at the institution. Additionally, the network includes
faculty and staff who meet with students over the lunch hour. The pilot study included five
students, and seven themes were identified in the students’ experiences: (a) a safe space, (b)
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connectedness, (c) validation, (d) resilience, (e) intellectual stimulation, (f) empowerment, and
(g) a home base. The Network also connects students to resources and leadership opportunities.
These efforts have increased retention rates for Black students at this University.
Although I have presented evidence from several perspectives outlining retention studies,
further discussion regarding factors related to Black college male retention will provide a
contextual basis for understanding the interplay between the high percentage of Black college
males who start college yet never earn a degree. In addition, the factors connect to the types of
retention initiatives that have been designed for Black college males.
Factors Related to Black College Male Retention
Black college males have greater access to college than before, but many are not
graduating, and an even higher number withdraw from their first institution. Nearly, 1.2 million
Black men are enrolled in college and almost 50% attend PWIs compared to 11% who attend
HBCUs (Toldson & Lewis, 2012). However, 70% of Black college males who begin college at a
PWI depart before earning a degree (Harper, 2006). Recent literature suggests that the factors
related to low Black college male retention are not solely the fault of the institution but are also
the result of external factors Black men bring with them to college (Harper, 2006). The narrative
for each Black college male who departs from their university is different, yet whatever the
reasons, the total number of Black male departures is higher than other student groups
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
Consequently, the need for PWIs to focus on understanding the challenges Black college
males face is paramount. Retention models have been explored to help increase Black college
male retention, but Black college men experience factors that affect retention and graduation
completion that are not present variables in traditional retention models.
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Retention studies have portrayed Black college male students as disadvantaged,
underprepared, and defunct (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002; Harper, 2009). Among the studies that
have examined Black college male departure, some consistent findings have emerged. As noted
by Wood (2012), Black college males were more likely to leave due to family responsibilities
(26.9%), program dissatisfaction (23.2%), and other/personal reasons not included among the
possible survey responses (21.8%). According to Cuyjet (1997), many Black college males
depart because they are underprepared for the academic rigor in higher education due to poor
middle and high school systems, low expectations of teachers, peer pressure not to focus on
educational attainment, financial hardships, and lack of role models. In addition, Black college
males have developmental disadvantages (social, economic, and cultural) that affect their ability
to navigate and succeed in college (Cuyjet, 1997). Other researchers have examined other
factors, such as student engagement (Tinto, 1993; Harper, 2006), faculty interaction (Pascarella
& Terenzini, 2005), campus climate (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002), and external factors, i.e.,
family responsibility (Cuyjet, 2006; Harper, 2006) to understand Black college male departure.
Most factors that influence Black college male retention can be organized into three categories:
environmental, social, and psychological (Strayhorn, 2013). Environmental factors include
Black college male’s sense of belonging on campus, involvement in academic and social
activities, campus fit, and diverse surroundings. There is a very limited Black (African
American) footprint in the rural sociocultural fabric of the state in which this present study takes
place. Previous studies indicate Black students experience a difficult time transitioning in
campus climates that are different from their home lives and communities (Harper, 2006). Social
factors include academic success, positive peer interactions, support from university faculty and
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staff, engagement in campus clubs and organizations. Psychological factors include self-esteem,
self-worth, self-confidence, and grit.
In the following section, I discuss the most consistent factors associated with Black
college male underachievement and low retention and graduation rates. Factors affecting Black
college men are multidimensional and complex, but they need to be addressed (Harper, 2006).
The factors discussed in this section are: (a) faculty-student interaction, (b) campus climate, (c)
psychological factors, (d) student organizations, (e) under preparedness, (f) family and peer
support, and (g) financial resources.
Faculty-Student Interaction
The relationship between students and faculty has been found to have direct effect on
educational outcomes (Tinto, 1975). There are a number of significant outcomes associated with
positive relationships between Black college males and their professors (Harper, 2006,
Strayhorn, 2013). Tinto (1975) found that students with academic gains reported more faculty
interaction in and outside the classroom. He further argued that the relationship between faculty
and students has the greatest impact on student achievement and is an unequivocal part of the
undergraduate experience (Tinto, 1975). According to Kuh et al. (2011) the quality of facultystudent interactions is more important than the frequency of contact. The types of contacts
students have with faculty that enhance college outcomes include discussing career plans with
faculty or college advisors, interacting with faculty outside of the classroom, receiving
immediate feedback from faculty about academic performance, working closely with faculty
members on research projects, and discussing student expectations with their professor (Kuh et
al., 2011). According to Davis (1991), “Black students on white campuses who have good
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relations with faculty have never seriously considered dropping out of school and have greater
satisfaction with their campus lives” (p. 154).
Black college male student interactions with faculty have been both negative and
positive. According to Fries-Britt and Turner (2002), Black college males perceive faculty as
culturally insensitive. Participants identified cultural insensitivity, including faculty generalizing
their responses in class to represent all Black students, faculty failing to acknowledge Black
history in class, and faculty refraining from discussing Black perspectives in curriculum (FriesBritt & Turner, 2002). In a qualitative study of Black and Latino males, Dulabaum (2016) found
that many Black males reported feelings of alienation in class when the professor asked them to
answer a question dealing with their race. Black male students shared the assumption their
professors and peers have is that they share the same perspective as other Blacks (Dulabaum,
2016). In the same study, Black males reported their professors stereotyping them based on
societal influences. During a focus group session, several students shared that when they raised
their hand in class, professors acted surprised and even startled to call on them. One student
suggested that teachers do not expect Black men to be successful in the classroom because they
assume they are attending college to play sports or they will end up dropping out after the first
semester (Dulabaum, 2016). Some Black males identify faculty as being culturally insensitive as
well as prejudiced (Watson, 2002). Watson (2002) found students reported professors asking
them to change majors because they were not cut out for the academic rigor due to their
scholastic background and home environment. Professors have low expectations and prejudices
towards Black college males, which effects academic achievement and retention (Bonner, 2006;
Palmer et al., 2014). Guiffrida (2005a) found that Black college students perceived faculty as
less willing to go beyond their role as an educator to assist them in connecting with the college.
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Other studies have highlighted the success of positive interactions between Black college
males and faculty. Watson (2002) found that Black students who reported receiving faculty
support in and out of the classroom were less likely to withdraw or transfer to another institution.
In the same study, students reported receiving financial support from their professors when they
expressed a financial need and faculty assistance in declaring a major and creating career goals
(Watson et al., 2002). Approximately 71% of Black students at the University of Michigan
reported having at least one professor with a strong impact on their development (Chesler et al.,
2005). Students reported the ways professors related to them in and out of the classroom as well
as their curriculum strategies that helped shape their college experiences (Chesler et al., 2005).
In a study exploring the relationship between Black college male athletes and faculty members,
Comeaux (2008) used five measures to assess the faculty-student relationship: faculty provided
encouragement for graduate school, faculty provided emotional support and encouragement,
faculty provided assistance with study skills, faculty provided negative feedback about academic
work, and faculty provided help in achieving professional goals. Comeaux (2008) found that the
only faculty interaction variable that was significant was providing encouragement for graduate
school. Student athletes who were encouraged by their professors to attend graduate school
performed academically better than other students who did not report encouragement from
faculty to attend graduate school (Comeaux, 2008).
In a study of Black men attending a PWI, students who had a personal relationship with
faculty members reported that such a relationship had a great effect on their educational
attainment (Reid, 2013). In addition, the study followed the participants post-graduation and
found students who developed a personal relationship with a faculty member had greater
occupational status and higher annual income than students who did not develop a relationship
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with faculty (Reid, 2013). Dulabaum (2016) found that Black male students who had been
successful for at least two consecutive semesters shared similarities in their interactions with
faculty. Students shared that they sought out their professors during office hours for extra help.
While many expressed ambivalences of meeting with their professors, students shared professors
were helpful. In addition, students also took their professor’s advice by visiting the tutoring lab
and meeting with classmates outside of class (Dulabaum, 2016).
It is clear that Black college male student experiences with faculty differ based on context
and many other factors. However, repeated studies show that faculty-student interaction is the
most important factor in addressing low retention rates for Black males (Astin, 1984; Tinto,
1993). In the next section, I discuss the effects the campus climate has on the college experience
for Black college males.
Campus Climate
Prior to college, students lean on the support of their communities to get through high
school. However, once students step foot on a college campus, the support they once received
takes on a new form replaced with new faces, a strange environment, and the assumption that
students have the skill set to properly navigate the college terrain. Feeling connected to the
campus and reporting a positive campus climate increases student retention and success in
college (Kuh et al., 2008). Campus climate affects the college experience for all students, but
more especially underrepresented, minority students (Walton & Cohen, 2007). According to
Walton and Cohen (2007), underrepresented students on college campuses continuously gauge
whether they fit or belong on campus. Acts of racism, both inside and outside of the classroom,
have attributed to a stifling Black college student experience, which has traditionally been
followed by high attrition rates (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2001). A negative campus climate has
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also been connected to Black college male self-efficacy and confidence to succeed in an
unwelcoming environment (Harper, 2006).
It is important for Black college males to feel they belong to the college they are
attending (Hamilton, 2010). Walton and Cohen (2007) found the feeling that the campus was
not a good fit, inevitably affected Black college males’ achievement, motivation and persistence.
Hurtado’s (1992) research study found that one in four college student participants perceived
racial conflict on their campus as very evident and also found that white students were less likely
to perceive racial tension than Black students. Harper et al. (2011) interviewed 52 Black college
male resident assistants from various PWIs and found their perceptions of racial stereotypes and
microaggressions caused them to limit their involvement on campus or transfer to a different
institution. Campus climate and racial stereotypes continue to be a hindrance for Black college
male achievement and also affect retention (Strayhorn, 2008). Not only climate affects Black
college male retention; how a student feels about their ability to achieve in a new environment
also affects retention.
Cerezo et al. (2015) interviewed nine Black men attending a midsize college on the west
coast about their campus environment experiences. They found that many Black men
experienced frequent microaggressions, which impacted their desire to get involved with
programs on campus and with peers outside of their race. Black men also reported when they
did attempt to get involved in activities on campus, they were not well received and often felt
hostility from staff (administration, residence hall directors) on campus (Cerezo et al., 2015).
Feelings of isolation and inability to connect with the campus left many Black men with feelings
of regret for attending college, which led to thoughts about withdrawing. Some participants in
the study shared how they were returning to college after leaving another college because they
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felt out of place. Participants’ feelings of loneliness affected their emotional well-being and the
lack of campus programs that would make them feel connected to the college were lacking
(Cerezo et al., 2015).
Solórzano (2000) interviewed Black students who attended three elite PWIs about the
types of racial discrimination they experienced on campus. He found that the majority of the 16
Black male participants felt insecure and uncomfortable about nonverbal microaggressions
experienced on campus by their white counterparts. Some participants reported that being Black
on a white college campus drew negative attention from professors, students, and college staff.
Other participants acknowledged avoiding interactions with whites because they did not want to
experience subtle microaggressions and end up feeling the need to respond or address the
situation in a negative manner (Solórzano, 2000). One student in particular noted that he felt
unwanted when he and other same-race peers went to the library to study for final exams. He
shared that white students looked dumbfoundedly at him and his friends as if Black students did
not study or visit the library (Solórzano, 2000).
Baker (2013) examined the influence of on-campus support on academic performance for
Black and Latino undergraduate students. She interviewed 27 Black and Latino college
freshmen, a small number of which were Black college males. The findings indicated that the
best on-campus support for Black and Latino college students was the support they received
from faculty (Baker, 2013). Peer support, studying with other college students, and universityorganized study groups can improve the academic success of students, but it did not improve the
grades of Black and Latino freshmen collectively. More importantly, Black college males were
the only group in the study where no form of on-campus support affected their academic
performance and the only group in the study whose grades declined over their first two years in
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college (Baker, 2013). Baker (2013) contends that Black college men are at a disadvantage
because the campus climate does not proactively support Black men. However, the findings
show that support from faculty is important for their success.
White students view groups of Black college men as racially segregated, but Black men
perceive predominantly Black male groups as a valuable source of support (Ancis et al., 2000).
Thus, when Black college men congregate in public places, white students, faculty, and staff
view them as a threat, which continues to permeate microaggressions and an unwelcoming
campus climate (Ancis et al., 2000). Ancis et al. (2000) surveyed 578 Black, Latino, white and
Asian undergraduate students about perceptions and experiences of the campus cultural climate.
Forty-three Black college men participated in this study. Black college men were more likely
than any other group to experience pressure to conform to racial and ethnic stereotypes in regard
to their academic performance (e.g., low grades and poor study habits), as well as minimize overt
racial group characteristics (e.g., language and dress) in order to be accepted by white peers and
faculty (Ancis et al., 2000). Black college men experienced the pressure to conform to
stereotypes, accept less equitable treatment from non-Black college personnel, and racism at a
significantly greater rate than other groups in the study (Ancis et al., 2000).
Reid and Radhakrishnan (2003) examined 920 undergraduate students’ perceptions of a
university’s general campus climate. Of the 920 students, 182 Black students participated in this
study. Black students reported more negative perceptions of the general campus climate
compared to all other groups. In addition, Black students reported more negative racial
experiences on the college campus than other groups. Furthermore, Black students perceived
that the college could better support racial diversity and maintain a positive racial climate. While
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this study highlighted the experiences of Black students, it did not show the differences between
Black male and female students.
Another factor that affects campus climate is the geographical location of the college
campus. Many Black college males are from urban environments and the colleges they attend
are vastly different than what home is like. According to Fries-Britt and Turner (2002), many
PWIs are located in rural areas or small “college” towns, making the college environment less
appealing for Black students due to a lack of social commodities and amenities they are used to
at home. When Black students are unfamiliar with their environment, their ability to thrive in
new settings is difficult. There is also a contrast between Black male students who grow up in
urban environments and Black male students who come from predominantly white
environments. Perhaps Black male students from predominantly white environments who attend
PWIs have less difficulty fitting in to campus life than Black students from urban areas.
Therefore, administrators should focus more on campus climate because it serves as a strong
proponent for persistence and graduation completion (Reid & Radhakrishnan, 2003).
Psychological Factors
From inner city school kids to the freshmen at Harvard University, an overwhelming
percentage of black students simply do not believe they are as smart as whites (Green and
Wright, 1991, p. 29).
An understanding of some psychological factors (self-efficacy, self-confidence, and
perseverance) that contribute to the development of Black men is imperative in understanding
retention. Bandura (1997) defined self-efficacy as the belief about one’s capability to carry out
tasks that produce desired outcomes. He believed that an individual’s self-efficacy is a predictor
of college achievement (Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy has been shown to have a positive
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association between faculty and students, academic and social integration, and retention for
Black males (Bandura, 1997). In a research study, Reid (2013) found high-achieving AfricanAmerican males reported having high levels of self-efficacy, which had a direct effect on
achievement. In addition, Black males in Reid’s (2013) study were confident they would be
successful in college even after accounting for parents’ education and income, high school GPA,
and college major, which showed a relationship between self-efficacy and academic
integration. Zajacova et al. (2005) found that Black college male students with low self-efficacy
were more likely to drop out of college after the third semester. Black college males with high
self-efficacy do well academically, but those who enter college with low to moderate selfefficacy run the risk of departing from college prior to graduation (Zajacova et al., 2005). Other
research studies show academic self-efficacy is a predictor of college achievement (Bandura,
1997; Reid 2013). Many Black college males who have low self-efficacy may also struggle to
socially integrate on their college campus, which is a predictor of student retention.
Self-efficacy has often been confused with self-esteem and self-confidence. For the
purpose of this study, self-esteem is feelings of self-worth or self-value. Self-confidence is belief
in one’s self and likelihood of succeeding. Self-confidence is a combination of self-esteem and
self-efficacy. For many years, Black college males did not consider themselves as academically
astute as their white peers and their lack of self-confidence affected college retention (Cohen &
Nee, 2000). In 2004, 78% of Black college males attending PWIs rated themselves in the top
10% academically (Harper, 2006). However, there is a large disparity between Black college
males’ self-confidence and the low number of Black college males who are retained each year.
Black college males think highly of themselves, but research shows 70% who attend college will
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not earn a degree. Strayhorn (2014) believed that Black college males who were retained and
eventually graduated possessed a psychological trait known as “grit.”
Strayhorn (2014) defined grit as “the consistency of Black college male effort toward
long-term goals and the stamina with which they pursue those goals over time” (p. 8). Strayhorn
(2014) found that grit is positively related with Black college males’ academic outcomes (grades,
study habits) for those at PWIs. Strayhorn classified Black college males who show high levels
of grit as “grittier.” In addition, he found that “grittier” Black college males earned higher
grades in college compared to peers with similar high school standardized test scores, GPAs, and
educational goals. Good grades lead to retention and ultimately graduation completion.
According to Strayhorn (2014) no matter where Black college males start in terms of college
readiness, those who exert more grit will earn better grades in college and are more likely to be
retained.
Student Organizations
Students who achieve success in college are more likely to be involved in student
organizations (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). This association is also true for Black college
males who attend PWIs (Strayhorn, 2008). However, Black college male students participate in
student clubs and organizations less often than their white counterparts (Cuyjet, 1997). Colleges
must be mindful of Black males and what they bring to the institutional context. Black men do
not integrate the same as their white counterparts, so it is imperative that institutions are
cognizant of the social and academic integration process that Black males undergo (Cuyjet,
1997). Brown (2006) found that intramurals, athletic involvement, and student unions helped
black males become acclimated to their new environment and comfortable participating in other
campus organizations. Kuh et al. (1997) found that 30% of Black college men reported being
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asked or found literature on joining a club or organization. In the same study, 31% of Black
college males attended a club organization at least once, and 18% worked on a school-related
committee (1997). The vast majority of Black college male students are not directly being asked
to participate in student organizations, which is linked to social integration, academic
achievement, and retention (Kuh et al., 1997). Patton (2006) found black cultural centers
provide a secondary home for Black college male students as well as assistance with adjusting to
the academic requirements. Harper (2005) found campus engagement had a positive impact on
black college males who attend PWIs. Black Greek Letter Organizations (BGLO) have been
shown to contribute to the development of Black college male students as well as provide them a
sense of belonging on college campuses (Kimbrough, 1995). BGLOs help Black college males
become more engaged in and out of the classroom, which impacts their sense of self and identity
and leads to retention and graduation completion. (Harper and Harris, 2006). Kimbrough (1997)
found that BGLOs were instrumental in leadership development for Black college
males. BGLOs are particularly important for Black men who attend PWIs (Harper and Harris,
2006) and roughly 20% of Black college males are members of Black fraternities (Kimbrough,
1997). The benefit to being involved in campus life increases students’ sense of belonging on
campus which leads to increased retention and graduation completion among Black college
males (Strayhorn, 2008). Harper (2006) discovered that Black college males who held
leadership positions in clubs and organizations had GPAs above 3.0 and were in line to graduate
on time.
Underpreparedness
Academic preparedness is one of the main predictors of college success (Tinto,
1993). Black college males are adversely underprepared for the academic challenges of higher
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education (Cuyjet, 1997). Stemming from poor elementary and secondary schools, low
expectations of teachers, educational limitations, and lack of role models (Cuyjet, 1997), Black
college males face several obstacles prior to enrolling in higher education. Early academic
problems and teachers who hold negative expectations for Black males has impinged their ability
to complete high school and go to college (Palmer et al., 2009). In addition, Black college males
are more apt to face suspension and expulsion than their white counterparts (Palmer et al.,
2009). Black males face an uphill battle getting through high school and struggle even more in
college. Few studies have evaluated how academically underprepared Black college males are
when they arrive to campus. Palmer and Young (2009) interviewed 11 academically unprepared
Black college males who entered an urban HBCU through a pre-college program and persisted to
graduation. The study revealed that student involvement in on-campus activities was pivotal to
academic success. However, Black college males were less likely to get involved in campus
activities because the campus did not create activities that held the interest of Black college men
(Palmer and Young, 2009). Participants also reported that faculty who displayed concern for
academic success and general well-being helped to increase academic success (2009). The
majority of the eleven participants also indicated that intrinsic motivation was an important
determinant to academic success. Harper and Newman (2016) interviewed Black college males
who were academically high performing in high school and found those who reported having a
rough first-year experience expressed feeling academically underprepared for the expectations of
college rigor. In addition, many of the Black college males interviewed also reported they were
unprepared for the excess number of class assignments, the fast pace of each course, the
enormity of academic responsibility, and the amount of time needed to devote to each course
outside of class (Harper & Newman, 2016). These obstacles call upon students’ academic skills,
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motivation and preparation, which may imply that Black college males are pre-equipped to
overcome these obstacles, but few are not. Not only do Black college males struggle cognitively
as they face new academic challenges, but there are also some social factors that affect Black
college male student persistence.
Family and Peer Support
Non-cognitive influences such as family and peer support affect Black college male
achievement. Active engagement outside of the classroom provides opportunities for Black
college males to establish meaningful relationships with peers. One primary benefit of
engagement outside of class is that it provides a sense of belonging on campus, which leads to
increased retention (Palmer, Wood, Dancy, & Strayhorn, 2014). According to Astin (1997), the
single most important influence on students’ academic and social development is the peer group.
For Black college males, peer groups play a vital role because it helps to encourage a sense of
belonging at an institution that is different from their racial and cultural background (Bonner &
Bailey, 2006). Strayhorn (2008) found that Black college males who reported cross-racial peer
interaction had a stronger sense of belonging than those who did not. Harper (2006) found that
Black college male students reported that same-race peers helped to support and validate their
academic success. Similarly, Palmer and Gasman (2008) found that Black college males who
reported having peer support from like-minded students had a positive academic impact.
Few researchers have examined the roles of families on academic achievement and
persistence on students of color (Cabrera et al., 1999; González, 2002; Guiffrida, 2004; Ross,
1998). Ross (1998) found that Black males who attended HBCUs reported relationships with
parents, especially mothers, were critical to their academic success. Bronfenbrenner’s (1977)
ecological model identified the systems that influence human development, and he found that the
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family system has a direct and indirect influence on students’ academic success. Family
relationships are a central component for Black families and parental involvement positively
relates to adolescent educational outcomes. However, few research studies have explored the
adjustment of Black college students and parental relationships (Guiffrida, 2005). Stewart (2006)
found that parental involvement indirectly impacts student achievement through involvement in
activities, motivation, and perceptions of the college environment. Harper and Newman (2006)
discovered that five of their 11 participants reported their home or community life had
implications for their success in college. Guiffrida (2005) found high achieving Black students
cited family and parental support as having a positive influence by providing emotional,
academic, and financial support. While Guiffrida’s (2005) study provided a better understanding
of the saliency of families to the success of Black students, his study did not disaggregate
findings by gender. Palmer, Davis, and Maramba (2011) interviewed Black college male
participants and two major themes came out of the interviews. The first theme highlights how
participants’ families provided active support, encouragement and role modeling to promote
academic success. The second theme stressed the importance of family dynamics and
togetherness. Many of the participants’ families lacked formal education, yet they remained
instrumental in providing support for participants’ success. Guiffrida (2005) found participants
in need of financial help expressed feelings of guilt for accepting money from families that
experienced financial struggle and felt pressured to drop out of college to provide financial
support for their family. Research shows that the emotional and academic support needed from
families is critical, but this support also transcends immediate family to include extended family
and peer support (Palmer et al., 2011).
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Financial resources
Financial factors are one of the greatest predictors of departure decisions for Black
college students (Palmer et al., 2014). Student loans are the primary way Black college students
pay for college expenses (Palmer et al., 2014). Roughly 54% of Black students at four-year
institutions rely on loans to pay for college compared to 36% of white students (King, 1999).
King (1999) also found that 62% of Black students who attended four-year institutions received
grants and were the most likely of all racial groups to receive grant funding. Scholarships and
grants have been linked to higher persistence and graduation rates for Black students (Palmer et
al., 2014). An additional $1,000 in grant money lowered the chances of Black students leaving
college by eight percent (Palmer et al., 2014). Wei and Carroll (2004) believe policymakers
have relied on loans in the composition of financial aid packages to persuade Black students to
attend college, but loans are not enough to satisfy Black students’ academic achievement. More
research is needed to make sense of why Black students are more averse to taking out student
loans than white students.
Although Tinto (1993) and Astin (1997) encouraged students working to earn money,
they both suggested students work on campus and work no more than 20 hours per week.
Guiffrida (2005) noted that Black college students primarily work off campus and for more than
20 hours a week. Kuh et al. (2007) found that students who work on campus have better
academic success than those who work off-campus. Students contribute to their education by
working and many Black students work and go to school simultaneously in order to balance
college costs (Desjardins et al., 2002; Palmer et al., 2009). The inability to pay for college forces
many Black college males to secure employment while in school. However, if the need is too
great and their family needs financial support at home, this may force Black college males to
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work more hours, which affects their ability to do well academically. Rising college costs cause
Black college males to take out more loans and work more hours. But, working too many hours
can hinder their academic aptitude and possibly interrupt their decision to remain in college.
There is a growing number of colleges and universities that implement retention
initiatives on campus. However, literature about the design and success of these initiatives is
limited. Despite the heavy concentration of Black men in higher education, theoretical and
conceptual models that explain Black college male development and achievement are largely
absent from current literature. It is incumbent upon college administrators to create strategies
and initiatives that attract and motivate Black male retention and college degree completion. In
response to this problem, there are only a few programs to provide support and retention for
Black college males. The programs that do exist do not publicly provide the success of the
program or its participants. In the following section, I briefly discuss a handful of college
retention initiatives and strategies aimed to increase Black college male retention.
Institutional Retention Strategies for Black College Males
The number of institutional retention strategies for Black males is limited. Previous
research highlights a few retention initiatives that emerged before the millennium (Carreathers et
al., 1996; Kobrak, 1992; Sherman et al., 1994). However, presently, there are few recorded
institutional retention strategies for Black males. In the following section, I highlight a few of
the existing ones.
The Faculty Mentor Program at the University of Louisville was initiated in 1984 to
enhance the retention and persistence rates of African Americans. The idea behind the program
was for faculty mentors to pair with African American incoming freshmen students in providing
assistance in helping students connect with the university and to provide direction that helps
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students persist and graduate. The role of the faculty mentor includes contact by phone, email,
and bi-monthly face-to-face contact with each African-American student. In the fall of 1994,
approximately 129 African American freshmen participated in the mentoring program. Only 24
of the participants were African-American. Two-thirds of the African American men were
retained over five semesters and nine out of 14 matriculated through their junior year. In
addition, 29 African American men received minority scholarships in 1992 and only four
withdrew from the university (LaVant, Anderson, & Tiggs, 1997). In the early 1980s, the
University of Louisville experienced an increase in Black freshman student enrollment, but after
the first year the number of black students declined exponentially (LaVant et al., 1997).
Consequently, the Faculty Mentor Program was initiated in 1984 to enhance retention and
persistence among Black college students. The program’s emphasis is for faculty members to be
paired with incoming Black students by major. Faculty would serve as a mentor and the primary
advisor for the incoming students. While student selection into the program is not based upon
race or gender, the program highly recruits Black male freshman students. In the Fall of 1994,
24 Black male freshmen participated in the Faculty Mentor Program and 66% of the students
were retained over five consecutive semesters and 64% achieved junior status (LaVant et al.,
1997). Further data reveals in the Fall of 1992, 29 Black male freshmen participated in the
Faculty Mentor Program and by the Fall of 1996, 17% graduated with four-year degrees and
approximately 50% were retained and enrolled in Spring 1997.
The Todd Anthony Bell National Resource Center for African American Males is located
at The Ohio State University (OSU). The Center was founded in 2004 out of a growing concern
over the retention of Black male college students attending OSU. The Center promotes several
educational and social programs throughout the year where Black males receive the skills
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necessary to improve leadership and increase retention and graduation completion. Other
initiatives in Ohio have been developed that focus on Black male achievement in higher
education. The Ohio Board of Regents discovered that the six-year graduation rates for Black
males attending colleges in Ohio ranged from five percent to 47%. After analyzing the data, key
strategies to improve Black male graduation rates included an in-depth mentorship program,
early college for Black males, and the Governor’s Closing the Achievement Gap Initiative. In
2003, the retention rate of Black college male students at OSU was 80.7%, but in 2008 the
retention rate climbed to 89.3% (Feintuch, 2010).
Dr. Eric Abercrombie, Director of the African American Cultural and Research Center
created The Black Man’s Think Tank in 1993 at The University of Cincinnati. The Black Man’s
Think Tank is a mentoring and leadership program that pairs Black undergraduate males with
Black male professional staff. The emphasis is to increase Black male retention through goal
setting, balancing relationships, and giving back and serving younger Black male students
(LaVant et al., 1997). In addition, the program provides a safe space for Black college males to
discuss issues and concerns that face Black men in higher education (LaVant et al., 1997). The
Black male professional staff assists students in overcoming challenges as well as providing
skills to succeed academically. The Think Tank also has an emphasis on instilling in Black
college males the need to give back to their race and serve as mentors to the youth.
The Meyerhoff Program is a Black college male program created in 1988 by Dr. Freeman
Hrabowski III, President of the University of Maryland Baltimore County (UMBC). The initial
design of the program was to increase the number of Black males who earn doctorate degrees.
The program provides financial assistance, mentoring, advising, and research experience for
Black college male undergraduate students committed to obtaining a Ph.D. in math, science, or
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engineering. The hope is that these Black males will one day join the ranks of minority college
faculty in math, science, and engineering. The program has a 95% graduation rate and boasts
more than 800 graduates who have gone on to become scientists, researchers, engineers, doctors,
and professors (Hayes, 2013).
The University System of Georgia (USG) launched an African American Male Initiative
(AAMI) in 2002 to reach 26 of Georgia’s public colleges and universities. This program is the
first-ever statewide effort to increase Black college male achievement in higher education. The
goal of AAMI is to recruit, retain, and graduate Black college males in the USG system through
strategic interventions. The six-year graduation rate of Black college males in the USG system
prior to the launch of AAMI was 28.95%, but in 2011 it had risen to 40.35%. In 2002, the
system-wide retention rate of Black college male freshmen was 79.43% and by Fall of 2010 the
number of incoming Black college male freshmen doubled, although the retention rate dropped
slightly to 74.87% (Harper & Harris, 2012).
Philander Smith College launched its Black Male Initiative in 2007. One year prior to the
launch, college President Walter Kimbrough reported the six-year graduation rate for Black men
at Philander College was 11%. Two years after the start of the program, 23% of Black men at
Philander College graduated within six years. With an annual budget of $20,000, the Black Male
Initiative had approximately 200 Black men participate in 15 events in its first year; where the
total student population was 587. The Black Male Initiative events focus on non-cognitive
variables like attachment to the institution, social adjustment and relationships with faculty
mentors and peers and so, Black college men need to be part of supporting and nurturing
environments in order to achieve success (Kimbrough, 2003).
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The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB) launched the African
American Male Initiative (AAMI) in 2009 and provided $28 million in state and federal funding
for programs to support disadvantaged students (Sáenz & Ponjuán, 2016). Sam Houston State
University used some of those funds to create the ELITE Program in 2010. This program was
designed to promote the academic engagement and retention of Black college males through
personal development, leadership, and service engagement (Sáenz & Ponjuán, 2016). In
addition, the program hosts national speakers, mentoring opportunities, financial literacy
workshops, and tutoring for Black college males. Freshmen participants are required to maintain
a 3.0 GPA and continuing students must keep a 3.25 GPA, and they are encouraged to return to
the institution each year. The ELITE participants receive early course registration, access to
textbook lending library, study hall rooms, and free scantrons.
LaVant et al. (1997) asserted that in order to have a strong retention program that
increases retention for Black college males several things have to be considered. First, the
college administration must commit to the retention program by serving as an active ambassador
for the program. Second, financial resources must be allocated to support the program. Third, a
spokesperson for the program should identify Black males before they step foot on campus and
reach out to them prior to their arrival. Fourth, Black males should have faculty mentors from
every discipline on campus to be sure that all Black college male students are being reached.
Research shows that Black college males experience discrimination at PWIs and retention
programs must address racial discrimination (Harper, 2006). According to Spurgeon and Myers
(2010), discrimination, negative stereotypes, and a history of prejudice has plagued Black males
for decades. Black males account for six percent of the total U.S. population but account for
45% of all homicides (2010). The media portrays Black men as inadequate, flawed, and
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incomplete. This deficit model obscures the success of Black men who do achieve in spite of all
the pressures and obstacles they face. In addition, the risk of preserving systems of inequality by
anticipating the failure of Black men is a factor that weakens Black male identity and the ways
they view their own race. In the following section, I discuss how racial identity affects the
success and retention of Black males in higher education.
Racial Identity Development
Few theories have been developed to understand the ways racial identity affects Black
males in higher education (Cross et al., 1991; Museus, 2008). One of the first sociologists and
historians to study racial identity in higher education was W.E.B. Du Bois. In his 1926 essay,
Negroes in College, Du Bois chronicled the lived experiences of African Americans pursuing a
college degree (Museus, 2014). Although African Americans had access to higher education,
they faced challenges of racial identity, racism, and acceptance on college campuses (Museus,
2014). In his 1935 essay, Does the Negro Need Separate Schools, Du Bois wrote:
[t]here are many public school systems in the North where Negroes are admitted and
tolerated, but they are not educated; they are crucified. There are certain Northern
universities where Negro students, no matter what they ability, dessert, or
accomplishment, cannot get fair recognition, either in the classroom or on the campus, in
dining halls and student activities, or in common human courtesy. (329)
Du Bois (1935) provided a platform for critical intellectual thought related to the study of
racial identity in higher education. His work challenged educators to identify coping
mechanisms such as racial identity in order to mitigate student dropout and increase retention for
students of color (Museus, 2014). Educators analyzed Black college males from a deficit model,
which stigmatizes Black males as incapable of earning a college degree (Harper, 2012).
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Research surrounding racial identity for Black college males is lacking and more needs to be
explored to understand how racial identity intersects with Black college male retention.
In a study examining the experiences of Black male students enrolled at Harvard
University, Michigan State University, University of California, Berkeley, University of Illinois,
and the University of Michigan, Smith et al. (2007) found participants experienced anti-Black
male stereotyping and marginality on their college campus and within the surrounding city.
Participants also experienced microaggressions academically, socially, and within campus public
spaces. Sue et al. (2007) defined microaggressions as “brief and commonplace daily verbal,
behavioral, and environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that
communication hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults to the target person or
group” (p. 273). Black males were characterized as being out of place and fitting the description
of unsanctioned members of the college community (Smith et al., 2007). Participants at each
institution reported racial battle fatigue (e.g., anger, disappointment, anxiety, and fear) and felt
the campus was more antagonistic toward Black males than other groups (Smith et al., 2007).
Racial microaggressive acts are many times a response to the campus racial climate
(Hotchkins, 2013). The impact of racial microaggressions on Black college males impacts their
academic performance, social response to the institution, identity development, and impairs the
performance of these students. (Solorzano et al., 2000). In a comparative case study, Hotchkins
(2013) found that high school Black males were forced to learn in an adverse and contentious
school environment. Participants reported experiencing frequent racial insults, uncomfortable
classroom discussions, assumptions of cheating, inability to relate to teachers, and feelings of not
being liked by teachers and administrators. These feelings affected students’ morale academic
success (Hotchkins, 2013). Black male students are hesitant to approach faculty for help because
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they do not view them as realistic role models (Guiffrida, 2005). Black male students are more
apt to seek academic help from Black staff on campus as opposed to their white faculty
(Guiffrida, 2005). Guiffrida (2005) found Black students perceived Black faculty as more
willing to assist them by providing them with advising and help with career goals, demonstrating
a strong belief in students’ abilities, and supporting and advocating for students on campus and at
home. However, Guiffrida (2005) noted that Black male college students who attend PWIs also
need the support of white faculty to assist them through negative microaggressions faced on
campus.
Smith et al. (2011) found that as educational attainment increases for Black males, so
does their environmental stress level related to racial microaggressions. Black male college
graduates experience 40% more stress related to racial microaggressions and societal problems
(Smith et al., 2011). Dorsey and Jackson (1995) conducted a study of Black students and found
that in spite of academic achievement and success, several students reported the campus was not
conducive to the success of Black students. The findings identified the campus atmosphere was
not favorable to racial harmony, leading 62% of participants to report the university did not
properly address issues of racism and discrimination and 46% reported the campus did not make
efforts to make Black students feel comfortable in their new environment. Watson (2002) found
that Black college male graduates’ expectations about their future life success was rooted in their
college experience. Their college experiences informed them of institutional racism, which
affected their own identity and the way they viewed future success. In addition, institutions were
blamed for extending bias and racism even when most institutional mission statements speak to
inclusivity and diversity (Watson, 2002).
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Kanter et al. (2017) explored the college experiences of undergraduate Black students at a
large university in Southern United States. In the study Black participants reported white
students said negative things towards Black students. However, white participants suggested
Black students were too sensitive and Blacks’ perception of microaggressions were far from the
truth (Kanter et al., 2017). White participants self-reported their likelihood of engaging in
microaggressive acts was based on a non-prejudice nature. The results of the measures indicate
microaggressive acts are subtle hostility and negative feelings towards black students. While this
study could not bring truth to the white students’ feelings, how Black students interpret
microaggressions on their college campus and how this rudely affects their identity (Kanter et al.,
2017).
Spurgeon and Myers (2010) suggested high racial identity has been linked to positive
well-being and enhanced educational experiences for Black college males attending PWIs. If
institutions take an anti-deficit approach to educating Black men, it helps to enhance progressive
interventions developed to meet the needs of Black college men (Harper, 2012). When Black
males constantly see other Black males going to prison and dropping out of school, they
experience uncertainties of their own abilities and end up focusing on their weaknesses rather
than focusing on strengths (Harper, 2012). If they are uncertain of their identity, the pressures of
a new educational environment where many other Black men are failing or dropping out of
school may be too demanding. The pressure for young Black males to follow in the footsteps of
underachieving Black men is inherently overwhelming. However, instead of focusing on the
negative factors that some Black men fall prey to, it is important for Black college males to
strengthen their racial identities by focusing on other Black males who have successfully earned
college degrees and it is vitally imperative of colleges to provide educational resources like
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academic support programs, Black male initiatives, and student orientation programs to
safeguard success (Harper, 2012). In order to create campus environments that promote respect,
openness, and a welcoming and safe environment, institutions must create initiatives that
admonish interests, motivations, and nuances that are traditional for Black college males
(Watson, 2002). Cultural, economic, and political forces have shaped how Black college males
are viewed in institutions of higher education. The tradition of race goes deeper than affirmative
action and race-based admission processes. Racism permeates school curriculum, the structure
of departments, the hierarchy in administration, school policy, and decision making about hiring,
promotion, and retention (Chesler, Lewis, & Crowfoot, 2005). With this in mind, this study
addresses the changes that need to be made in order to increase retention for Black college
males. In the following section, I discuss institutional racism and how Black college males have
been left out of equitable policy decisions and how racism continues to shape the higher
education system.
Institutional Racism
In his book, Race Matters, Cornel West (2000) stressed the need for institutions of higher
education to evaluate racism on campuses and examine how racism was ingrained in several
facets of the college experience. The impetus of a student’s university experience is their race
(West, 2000). The university college experience has not benefited Black men (Harper, 2006).
Policies created to increase access and ensure equity for African American college students exist;
however, the effects of those policies have been marginal. The earliest access to higher
education for African Americans took places in 1823, where Alexander Lucius Twilight earned a
degree from Middlebury College (Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009). In the mid-1830s Oberlin
College became the first college to admit African-American students (Harper et al., 2009). In
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1862, Mary Jane Patterson became the first African-American woman to earn a college degree
from Oberlin College (Harper et al., 2009). There were a few institutions prior to the founding
of Oberlin College that graduated one or two African-American students. However, none of
those institutions allowed African Americans to attend in large numbers (Harper et al., 2009).
The establishment of Cheyney State Training School (now Cheyney University) in 1837,
Ashmun Institute (now Lincoln University), in 1854, and Wilberforce University in 1856 were
the United States first historically Black institutions and served as the catalyst for what would
later become a surge of African Americans attending HBCUs and later PWIs (Roebuck & Murty,
1993). For approximately 40 years, between 1823 and 1865, education policy efforts for African
Americans were sparse. In 1865, the Thirteenth Amendment made it possible for churches and
white missionary groups to start more than 200 private institutions for African Americans
(Harper, Patton & Wooden, 2009). The emergence of these institutions swiftly changed the
demographics of higher education. Moreover, the first Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862 provided
funds and 30,000 acres of land for public institutions, which was thought to increase
opportunities for Black students to attend college. Following the Civil War, African Americans
were still an anomaly in institutions of higher education. By this time, only 28 of four million
freed slaves had earned a bachelor’s degree (Roebuck & Murty, 1993). Nevertheless, enhanced
policy was on the rise to increase the number of African-American students attending college.
In 1865, the 13th amendment was passed, which declared that slavery, except, as
punishment for crime, shall no longer exist. Following the passing of the 13th amendment, the
American Missionary Association granted monies to start over 200 private institutions for
African Americans (Roebuck & Murty, 1993). The abolishment of slavery and the surge of
Black institutions on the rise provided a platform for African Americans to demand equitable
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living. However, issues of equity continued to permeate and draw a divide between Black and
white institutions. White institutions received better facilities, trained teachers, and more
government funding than Black institutions. It was not until the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1890
when Black institutions were taken more seriously. This second Morrill Land Grant Act
mandated that government funds be distributed equally to Black and white institutions (Rudolph,
1990). In addition, the second Morrill Land Grant Act legalized the segregation of Black and
White institutions. Consequently, issues of equality for students attending Black institutions
continued to paralyze the aspirations of Black students desirous of the same education as White
students (Rudolph, 1990).
In 1896, the Supreme Court ruled in Plessy v. Ferguson that Black and White institutions
would remain segregated but had to offer equal accommodations and facilities. While Plessy v.
Ferguson satisfied the inequitable treatment Black institutions received, white land-grant
institutions were receiving state funding at a rate of 26 times more than Black intuitions (Allen &
Jewell, 2002). The notion of equal accommodations and facilities resonated in the court
hearings, but states refused to grant Black institutions the same treatment as white institutions
(Allen & Jewell, 2002). For the next 50 years, the inequities continued, but many African
Americans did not challenge the system. Black institutions receiving financial support seemed
content, and they refrained from dissent for fear of losing any funding.
By 1950, approximately 100,000 African Americans were enrolled in Black institutions
(Harper, Patton & Wooden, 2009). In 1954, the Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of
Education that schools would be de-segregated and separate-but-equal facilities in public
education were made illegal. While Brown v. Board of Education was immediate for primary
and secondary schools, it only really profited states that were legally segregated. At the time of
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Brown v. Board of Education, 17 states and the District of Columbia had laws that enforced
segregation in public schools. But in 1958, only seven states maintained segregation in public
schools. The Brown v. Board decision was limited in its reach, specifically for states that never
attempted desegregation. What stimulated the integration of states was not Brown v. Board of
Education, but the Civil Rights Act of 1964. For the purpose of this study, the institution used
was not desegregated by Brown v. Board, but instead Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. Desegregation
was forced in the institution studied because it had a graduate school, but Brown v. Board of
Education urged policymakers to consider integrating undergraduate institutions as well. When
President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title VI of the Act restricted
colleges and universities from receiving federal funds if they remained segregated (Rudolph,
1990). The Civil Rights Act of 1964 helped to increase African American enrollment in higher
education, and following desegregation more African-American students were enrolling in PWIs
in contrast to traditional Black institutions. Almost four decades ago, Black institutions
accounted for over 80% of African American student population, but now only roughly 10% of
African-American students are enrolled in Black institutions (Harper, 2006).
In 1965, U.S. President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Executive Order 11246, which
required federal contractors to employ affirmative action by increasing the number of minority
workers (Rudolph, 1990). This legislation allowed African Americans to attend colleges and
universities that were once inaccessible. Policy has created more opportunities for African
Americans to attend college and earn degrees. While African Americans were given more
access to institutions of higher education, individual and institutional racism still permeated
colleges and universities.
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Individual or institutional racism is nothing new for Black men (Harper, 2006).
According to Hamilton and Ture (2011), racism is the declaration of decisions for one race for
the purpose of subordinating other racial groups. Institutional racism was defined by Lea (2000)
as “the collective failure of an organization to provide an appropriate and professional service to
people because of their color, culture, or ethnic origin and can been seen or detected in
processes, attitudes, and behavior which amount to discrimination through unwitting prejudice,
ignorance, thoughtlessness and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority ethnic people”
(p. 220).
An example of institutional racism is institutional policies and practices that prohibit
Black college males from participating and receiving the same benefits afforded to white
students (Lea, 2000). For Black students, adequately funding their college education is one of
the greatest barriers to enrolling in college, being retained, and ultimately graduating (Harper &
Griffin, 2010). One policy that is hindering Black student success is the lack of financial aid
available for families whose income is less than $50,000 a year (Watson, 2011). Many of the
land grant institutions have neglected their mission to educate diverse students by recruiting and
increasing aid by 28% for students whose parents make at least $115,000 a year (Watson, 2011).
In addition, similar schools award just as much financial aid for students whose parents make
more than $80,000 a year as for those whose parents make less than $54,000 a year. According
to Watson (2011) only five of the nation’s 1,200 four-year colleges and universities boast a
student population where approximately 30% are low income.
One model of institutional practices that promotes the success and retention of Black
college males involves formal college transition programs (Harper & Newman, 2016). Programs
like summer bridge programs are designed to bring minority and low-income students to college
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during the summer to participate in six to eight weeks of college level academic work. The
overall goal of these programs is to help students not feel overwhelmed and ready to depart after
their first year (Harper & Newman, 2016). Harper and Newman (2016) found Black male
students who participated in summer bridge programs attributed their academic success and
persistence at the university to active participation in college transition programs.
Stolle-McAllister (2011) found that summer bridge programs help to prepare Black male
students for college through academic coursework, social and academic integration, and
exposure to professional settings. Participants reported early academic involvement helped them
gain exposure to the university. In turn, participants involved in this program had higher
retention rates than Black students who did not participate (Stolle-McAllister, 2011). Participants
also reported the program helped to increase self-esteem, earned them respect from others on
campus, and provided a sense of belonging. In addition, participants reported forming a
community with other Black students was important for retention and academic success (StolleMcAllister, 2011).
In a study of 60 Black male football student athletes, Gill and Farrington (2014) found
that Black male athletes enrolled in the school’s Intensive Learning Program (ILP) had higher
GPAs than Black male students who were not part of the program. The ILP provides assistance
to student athletes through content tutoring, assistance in developing academic skills, and oneon-one counseling. The results of the ILP indicate that Black male students benefit from
structured, institutional academic practices that boost GPAs and provide a stronger academic
foundation for Black males. While institutional policy and practice that reflect financial aid,
early college programs, and hiring of Black faculty are important for Black males, it is
advantageous for colleges to develop academic and social policy to ensure Black males feel
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welcomed, supported, and involved in the fabric of the college, which leads to increased rates of
retention (Elam & Brown, 2005; Fries-Britt, 2002).
An example of social policies inhibiting Black males’ success and retention is the
institution’s lackluster approach to creating academic and social programs that would attract
Black males (Cabrera et al., 1999). College academic and social programs need to be inclusive
of all students and not just the majority (Harper & Newman, 2016). Studies show that Black
males students experience higher levels of racial microaggressions, less validation from faculty
and peers, and weaker social adjustment to college than their white peers (Harper & Newman,
2016). Harper and Newman (2016) interviewed 219 Black male students from 30 different
institutions and found participants associate their poor first year performance on being
academically unprepared. If college and universities recognize Black male students enter college
academically unprepared, there should be institutional practices in place to assist them. In the
same study, Black male students reported having unrealistic expectations about the academic
difficulty of college coursework. Many participants felt they were prepared for the expectations
their faculty had as well as the fast-paced nature of the courses. Institutions should have a
practice in place that addresses setting achievable goals as well as ways Black male students can
reach the academic rigor of college coursework. While academic practices are vital to the
success of Black college males, institutional sanctioned social programs are also important.
Black students have better GPAs and higher retention rates when they participate in
social activities designed by the college that focus on cross cultural peer relationships and pairing
white faculty mentors with Black students (Sedlacek, 1987). However, many Black college
males have difficulties integrating socially to college, particularly because the institution does
not foster social activities to combat these difficulties (Harper, 2006; Tinto, 1993). Harper and
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Newman (2016) found Black males reported feelings of culture shock when they stepped foot on
campus. Many of the participants did not feel they would fit in to the culture and nuances of the
campus and ultimately became less optimistic about the college. Institutions perpetuate
institutional racism when they do not create social practices that help Black college males feel
part of campus life. In another study, Schwitzer et al. (1999) investigated the social climate
experiences of Black college students. Black college students reported feelings of
underrepresentedness, or less support on their campus than they felt in their high school
communities, leaving them unhappy and isolated. In addition, respondents shared feelings of
institutional racism, raising concerns that the institution funded white fraternities and sororities
more than Black fraternities and sororities thus provoking competition between the groups
(Schwitzer et al., 1999).
Institutional racism permeates policy, curriculum, pedagogy, hiring practices,
recruitment, admissions, and academic and social activities. Consequently, institutional racism
continues to affect the success and retention of Black college males. Rather than adjust and
make changes based on the assumed needs of Black college males, it behooves institutions to
evaluate best practices through informal feedback from Black college males and formal program
evaluation (Elam & Brown, 2005). To that end, institutional leaders must adapt current policy
and practices to support Black college male students. Policy should help frame curriculum,
support services, and social and academic practices on campus (Elam & Brown, 2005).
Institutional racism has been part of higher education for years; however, it is incumbent on
administrators to safeguard the experiences of Black college male students through intentional
policy and practices that increase retention and student success. This overview of institutional
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Chapter Three
Methodology
This chapter elaborates the qualitative single case study method that was used to explore
a retention initiative designed to increase Black college male retention and academic
achievement. The author offers a rationale for selecting a qualitative single case study method
and presents a methodology for this study, description of participant samples, the role of the
researcher, and issues of study validity. Finally, a description of data collection tools, method of
analysis, strategies to increase credibility, and researcher positionality are included.
The primary purpose of this qualitative single case study design is to explore and analyze
Black college male perceptions of a retention initiative designed to increase Black college male
retention. In addition, I explored and analyzed administrator perceptions of the retention
initiative. This study was designed to extend prior higher education practices and explore the
perceptions of the retention initiative of students who identity as Black and male. To study the
phenomenon of low Black college male retention rates, the researcher endeavored: (a) to explore
the perspectives of Black college male students participating in a retention initiative, (b) to draw
connections across the participants’ responses, and (c) to identify themes of participants’
involvement in the retention initiative. In order to inform the purpose of this study, the following
questions guided this study:
Research Questions
1. How do Black male students perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a
retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?
2. How do college administrators perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a
retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?
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3. Are there differences in how Black male students and college administrators perceive the
purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a retention initiative aimed to increase Black
college male retention?
Research Design
This study uses a qualitative approach to examine Black college male and administrator
perceptions of a retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention. According to
Creswell (2007), qualitative research encompasses different strategies of inquiry and methods of
data collection, analysis, and interpretation. The design of this research study investigates the
essence of a small number of participants experiences about a case or phenomenon to develop
patterns and relationships of meaning (Creswell, 2007). According to Creswell (2007), a
qualitative study is a process of understanding a social or human problem based on building a
complex, holistic picture conducted in a natural setting and then reporting with words the
detailed views of participants. Qualitative research develops explanations of social phenomena
and attempts to understand the world we live in and why things are the way they are (Bryman &
Burgess, 2002). Qualitative researchers study and collect a variety of empirical materials: case
studies, personal experiences, introspections, life story interviews, observations, historical
accounts, interactions, and anything that describes problematic moments and meaning in the
lives of individuals in their natural settings (Bryman & Burgess, 2002). According to Guba and
Lincoln (2005), there are five main qualitative research paradigms: positivism, post-positivism,
critical theories, constructivism, and cooperative. A paradigm is a framework of beliefs, values
and methods within which research takes place (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). A researcher’s
paradigm is the worldview within which researchers work.
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This researcher’s paradigm is constructivist and is based on the philosophical view that
knowledge is constructed and contingent on human perception and social experience.
Constructivism is a philosophical paradigm based on a subjectivist epistemology. Constructivists
do not believe in on objective truth or the realization that something is true for all individuals
even if they do not know it or recognize it. Instead, constructivists believe in subjective truth. A
subjectivist approach concludes that knowledge cannot exist without individuals to construct it.
Each individual will construct their world in a unique way based on their background and the
social forces acting on them. In addition, a subjective approach assumes there are multiple
interpretations and no single ultimate truth.
Creswell (2012) divides qualitative research into five categories: biography,
phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and case study. The design of this research
study is a case study. A case study is an examination of a specific phenomenon like a program,
an event, a person, an institution, or a social group (Merriam, 1988). One advantage of a case
study is that it attempts to understand the phenomenon in depth—the present and past actions,
emotions, and thoughts (Merriam, 1988). Case study research is a qualitative approach that
explores a bounded system (i.e., setting or context) in a single case or multiple cases over time,
through detailed data collection that involves several information sources (e.g., observations,
interviews, documents, and reports) and informs the research through in-depth description and
themes (Creswell, 2007). Case studies can be exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory and are
the preferred methodology to answer “how” and “why” questions because the focus is on a
phenomenon within a real-life context and the investigator has limited control over the events
(Yin, 2009). The objective of finding meaning is not waiting to be discovered, but instead
meaning is derived through engagement with the realities of our world (Yin, 2009). In the
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current study, the researcher is exploring a single case of using multiple sources, such as
interviews, focus groups, and documents. According to Yin (2009), “how” and “why” questions
are better answered through case studies because they deal with operational links that need to be
traced over time. According to Merriam (1988), case studies can take on three different
characteristics that illuminate the nature of the research design. They are particularistic,
descriptive, and heuristic. For the purpose of this study, the researcher characterizes his study
heuristically, which means the case study can explain:
● The reason for a problem
● The background of a situation
● What happened and why
● Why an innovation worked or failed to work
● Discuss and evaluate alternatives not chosen
● Evaluate, summarize, and conclude, thus increasing its applicability (Merriam, 1988).
This study developed thick, rich descriptions (Merriam, 1998) through the use of semistructured student interviews, focus groups, and document analysis of the phenomenon. The
researcher plans to triangulate the data to strengthen the overall findings. Data triangulation
enables the researcher to confirm or reject contradictory data found in interviews against findings
from documents and other sources. Most qualitative research tends to follow a “bottom-up” or
inductive approach where the data drives the development of new concepts (Yin, 2015). For the
purpose of this study, the data led to the emergence of concepts and ideas.
Site Selection
The site for this research study takes place in a land grant PWI located in a rural
environment. The institution is located in a homogenous environment that is built around
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agriculture and coal. The college resides in a state that has one of the oldest populations of any
state. Nearly three-quarters of the state is covered by natural forests. One of the first major land
battles fought between Union and Confederate soldiers in the Civil War took place in this state.
Additionally, this state has one of the lowest crime rates in the country.
For the purpose of this study, a pseudonym, Mid-Atlantic College (MAC), was used to
identify the research site. The MAC mission statement is: as a land-grant institution, the faculty,
staff and students at MAC commit to creating a diverse and inclusive culture that advances
education, healthcare and prosperity for all by providing access and opportunity; by advancing
high-impact research; and be leading transformation in the state and the world through local,
state and global engagement. MAC is supported by five distinct values:
1. Service - we seek opportunities to serve others and are committed to providing the
highest quality of service
2. Curiosity - we ask questions, seek new opportunities and change through innovation
3. Respect - we are respectful, transparent and inclusive with each other
4. Accountability - we perform at our very best every day to create an institution this is
responsive, efficient and effective
5. Appreciation - we support and value each other’s contributions as we build ONE
community
Based on the school’s website, MAC ranks in the top percentage of public colleges and
research universities. MAC has an undergraduate school population of over 28,000. The student
racial composition is: 79% white, 4% Black, 3.3% Hispanic, 1.8% Asian, and 7.5% non-resident
alien. Approximately, 87.5% of the students attend school full time and 12.5% part time.
Approximately, 57% of students graduate within six years.
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When it comes to ethnic diversity MAC ranks below average among other four-year
institutions. Approximately, 85% of MAC faculty are white. According to the national average,
both the student and faculty diversity population are below average. MAC boasts a 40:60 male
to female student ratio, which is higher than the national average. About 47% of undergraduate
students at MAC are from the same state. Approximately, 79% of students make it past their
freshman year, which is well above the national average and 57% graduate within three to six
years.
The purpose of this study explores the perceptions of the case or retention program aimed
to increase Black male retention. The case is located at MAC and has been in existence since
January 26, 2015. This case has similarities to other institutions, however, in particular, this case
was modeled after a neighboring college retention program. The recruitment of Black male
undergraduate and graduate students at MAC is done through advertisements, such as flyers,
emails, word of mouth, campus canvassing, large poster boards in high traffic campus spaces,
and local barber shops. Student emails are obtained from the university email list-serve. To gain
membership into the program, students complete a membership profile form. There is no
interview, review of resume, or academic requirements for students to gain access to the
program. The participants are predominantly Black men, although some Hispanic, Native
American, and white males participate. The mission of the case is to focus on the development
and retention of Black male college students. Each month, participants and faculty and graduate
student peer mentors get together to discuss various topics (empowerment sessions) related to
participants’ needs and interests. Participants are assigned to a mentor to support them through
their collegiate journey. The mentors and participants can meet as often as they like, but it is
strongly encouraged mentor teams meet on a monthly basis outside of regular scheduled monthly
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empowerment sessions. On average, there are 35 students who participate in the empowerment
sessions each month and meet regularly with faculty and graduate student peer mentors.
For the purpose of this research study, the bounded case is one institutional initiative
aimed to retain Black college males. The primary investigator examined separately student
participants’ and administrators’ perceptions of the retention initiative. Multiple institutions
were not considered for this study in order to provide an element of control. Analyzing multiple
institutions would be more suitable for a separate study.
Sample Participants
The researcher used a purposeful sampling technique in selecting participants for the
study. Purposeful sampling is a technique widely used in qualitative research for informationrich cases (Patton, 2002). Purposeful sampling relies on the researcher’s judgement when
making a unit selection to be studied (e.g., people, cases, organizations, events, or pieces of
data). The researcher must identify and select individuals or groups that are knowledgeable
about or have experienced the phenomenon being studied (Patton, 2002). Prior to identifying
and making a selection, the researcher must understand participants’ willingness to participate
and their ability to communicate experiences and opinions in an articulate and reflective way
(Palinkas et al., 2015).
The retention initiative is a program within the Diversity Office. The researcher
contacted the director of the Successful M.A.L.E. (Men Achieving Through Leadership and
Engagement) Initiative to get a list of names, phone numbers, and email addresses of active
participants in the initiative. Participants in the initiative range from freshmen to graduate
students. In addition, the director suggested the researcher contact a few recent graduates who
were also active members of the retention initiative. In sum, the researcher contacted 20 active
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members and recent graduates of M.A.L.E. and 10 agreed to serve as participants for this study.
Participants consisted of 1 Graduate Student, 4 Seniors, 1 Junior, 2 Sophomores, and 2 Alumni.
The researcher hoped that second semester freshmen would participate in the study, but none
responded to voicemails or emails. In addition, the researcher used pseudo names in place of
participant names in order to protect the identity of student participants: CW, CA, CT, ER, EW,
KE, RD, JD, JM, and SA.
Furthermore, the researcher also explored the administrators’ perceptions of the retention
initiative. The administrators are the Chief Diversity Office and the Director of the M.A.L.E.
The researcher also used pseudo names in place of participant names in order to protect the
identity of administrators. The names of the Chief Diversity Officer is Dr. Grayson (DG) and the
Director of M.A.L.E. is Mr. Analyzer (MA). Students and administrators received some of the
same questions, so that the researcher could build a foundation of how students and
administrators perceived the retention initiative. Administrators provided the concept of the
initiative and students provided the inception or thoughts of being part of the initiative. The
sample pool included classification rank: sophomores, juniors, seniors, graduate students, and
recent graduates. Each of the participants must have served at least one full year in the initiative.
My intent was to understand the collection of perspectives from students in different grade
levels. It was important to understand the perceptions of this retention initiative from both the
student and administration viewpoint, so that one group did not influence the other. Moreover,
purposeful sampling was important for this study in order to make sense of how the retention
initiative was perceived from participants of the program.
According to Patton (2002), qualitative methods emphasize saturation or a
comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon by continuing to sample until no new
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information is obtained (Patton, 2002). In addition, qualitative methods are used to attempt to
ensure that the knowledge acquired is representative of the entire sample. Unlike quantitative
methods, qualitative methods base the number of participants sampled on the type of analysis
proposed. This research study methodology is a case study, which yields itself to a homogenous
sample, requiring smaller samples, that are analyzed in great detail and depth (Palinkas et al.,
2015). Homogenous sampling is chosen when the sample shares the same characteristics or
traits (e.g., group of people who share the same race and gender) and the research question is
specific to the particular group being examined (Patton, 2002). Within a qualitative research
design, more than one type of purposive sampling technique can be used (Palinkas et al., 2015).
The researcher selected a form of purposive sampling called critical case sampling. Critical case
sampling is useful for exploratory, single case research with limited resources, but is decisive in
explaining the phenomenon. According to Patton (2002), a decisive case is one in which when
the unit studied is having a problem, then the researcher can be sure all the same groups
elsewhere are having the problem.
The homogenous unit selected for this research study was Black males who were part of
an institutional initiative aimed to increase Black male retention. In addition, the other unit
consists of administrators who were in charge of implementing the institutional initiative. This
research is guided by the purpose of gathering of Black college males who attend MAC, so that
each male could clearly articulate and reflect on the perceptions of their experiences being part
of the institutional initiative. Furthermore, this research was also concerned with the perceptions
of administrators in positions that oversee the initiative.
Patton (1990) suggests that sample size is best determined by the time allotted, resources
available, and study objectives. This research study needed to produce enough data where
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additional participants did not provide any new insights. The idea of participants not providing
additional insights is called saturation. According to Guest et al. (2006), saturation in a
homogenous group occurs around 12 participants. For the purpose of this study, saturation is
likely to occur between six and 10 Black male participants and one to two lead administrators.
Data saturation is reached when further coding is not needed and when the researcher cannot
obtain additional new information (Fusch & Ness, 2015). A large or small sample does not
guarantee data saturation, rather it is the data collection methods that do (Guest et al., 2006).
Data Collection
The data for this study did not commence until the approval from the Institutional Review
Board (IRB). Following IRB approval, the researcher conducted semi-structured interviews.
The researcher conducted 10 separate interviews with student participants. In addition, the
researcher also conducted 2 separate interviews with both administrators. Qualitative interviews
are the chief method the researcher used to collect primary data. The principal method of data
collection was semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews with participants averaged
to be one-hour in length. The researcher conducted semi-structured, open-ended interviews to
engage discussion around promoted themes driven by the research questions and conceptual
framework. Students and administrators were interviewed, so the researcher could explore how
students and administration perceive the case. The researcher asked students and administrators
similar questions, so that parallels could be made about the purpose, process, effectiveness, and
influence of the case. Open-ended follow-up questions were asked in addition to the semistructured questions to give depth and expression to participants’ voices. Semi-structured
interviews were completed in one setting. The researcher conducted 12 semi-structured
interviews over a three-week period. Semi-structured interviews were each one hour in length.
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Semi-structured interviews with each student participant were conducted in a private quiet room
reserved in the library. The same room was used for each of the 10 student participants. Semistructured interviews with administrator participants were conducted in their college campus
office. The researcher conducted the interview with DG, the VP of Diversity, in his office. In
addition, the researcher conducted the interview with MA, the Director M.A.L.E., separately on
another day. Of note, the Diversity Office is not located on campus, which makes it hard for
students to know where it is located.
This exploration adds depth to the description of the case and both groups are able to
provide different perspectives. Semi-structured interviews were selected so that the researcher
would remain open to emergent themes and ideas within a thematic structure. Semi-structured
interviews are a series of open-ended questions or broad questions to ask which inherently
defines the topic under investigation. The researcher explores themes and ideas to understand
their experiences and assist the researcher in understanding the “what” and “how” of the
experience (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). This method gives the researcher the ability to probe
the participant in several different ways based on how the participant is responding. The method
also works best when the researcher’s topic has a number of areas to be addressed. The
researcher recorded the semi-structured interviews with audio recording equipment and assure
participants of confidentiality (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).
The researcher also used document analysis to give voice to the phenomenon. Document
analysis is an example of secondary data. Document analysis is a form of qualitative research
that gives voice and meaning around a particular topic (Bowen, 2009). The most common text
used for document analysis is written documents (Bowen, 2009). Bowen (2009) suggests that a
wide array of documents is important although researchers should also be concerned with the
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quality of documents rather than the quantity. For the purpose of this research study, document
analysis had the potential to provide contrasts between the administrators’ perceptions of the
retention initiative and the written documents prepared by the administrators. In addition, the
documents helped contextualize the case study and offered opportunities to probe both
administrators and students about activities and events pertinent to the retention initiative.
The researcher met with the Director of the Retention Initiative to discuss getting access
to helpful documents related to the initiative. The Director of the Retention Initiative emailed
the researcher documents that were helpful for the study. Documents were sent to the researcher
over a one-month period. It took the Director of the Initiative one month to collect and compile
documents related to the research study. Overall, 15 documents related to initiative functioning
were analyzed. These included guidelines and planning materials (e.g., Guidelines for How to
Plan An Empowerment Session, M.A.N.-Goals Linked To Mission-MA-2014, M.A.L.E.
Initiative-Goals Linked To Mission-2014, M.A.L.E. BROCHURE, M.A.L.E. Leadership
Breakfast 2017, Mentor Guidelines and Responsibilities Form-Basic Roles), meeting notes (e.g.,
M.A.N.-Notes & Questions for Future Planning-2014, M.A.L.E. Initiative Planning Notes),
advertisements (e.g., Flyer for M.A.N Leadership breakfast, Flyer for Monthly Empowerment
Session), schedules (e.g., “M.A.N. Schedule of Activities-2014-2015-REVISED, Successful
M.A.L.E. Fall & Spring Calendar 2015-2016, Successful M.A.L.E. Invitation-Peer Mentors &
Empowerment Leaders-TEMPLATE-Fall 2016), and other documents (e.g., M.A.L.E. InitiativeMembership Profile Form-2016 Shorter, Newspaper Article_Black Men at WVU).
In addition, when evaluating documents, the researcher should not consider the data as
“necessarily precise, accurate, or complete recordings of events that have occurred” (Bowen,
2009, p. 33). Bowen (2009) suggests the researcher explores the content of the documents by

BLACK MALE STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF RETENTION INITIATIVES

72

using an interview technique. Similar to how the participant provides the researcher with
relevant information, the researcher approaches the document asking questions then highlighting
the answers within the text (Bowen, 2009). Document analysis can be useful for painting a
broad, overall picture that provides the researcher a way of identifying meaningful and relevant
content (Bowen, 2009).
Finally, the researcher used a focus group method to elicit perspectives about the
meaning of truth (Fusch & Ness, 2015). Focus group interviews lead to different types of data
not accessible through individual interviews (Merriam, 1998). Focus group interviews are
typically flexible, unstructured dialogue between the group and the researcher (Fusch & Ness,
2015). Focus groups were a good way to reach data saturation for this present study because
semi-structured interviews take place with the same participants as those in the focus groups.
Focus groups add a group perspective about the phenomenon that semi-structured interviews do
not.
To participate in the focus group, student participants were invited to the Diversity Office
on a Saturday afternoon. All student participants carpooled together. The focus group met for
two hours. The researcher (facilitator) provided food for student participants. The facilitator
effectively facilitated a small group of six participants and asked good follow-up questions. The
facilitator also played the role of the scheduler by confirming participation through email, text
messages, and phone calls. Nine participants confirmed, but only six participants showed up for
the focus group. The recorder assisted the facilitator by capturing in writing what participants
were saying and produced an effective summary shared with the facilitator.
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Data Analysis
The case study analysis method requires the researcher to use varied qualitative data
sources including individual interviews, document analysis, and focus groups to gain the
perceptions of the study participants. Stake (1995) defined analysis as “a matter of giving
meaning to first impressions as well as to final compilations” (p. 71). Merriam’s (1998)
definition of analysis is an application of constructivist epistemology. She defined analysis as
“the process of making sense out of the data by consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what
people have said and what the researcher has seen and read, which is the process of making
meaning (Merriam, 1998, p. 178). Stake (1995) suggested that researchers should conduct data
collection and analysis at the same time.
For the purpose of this research study, the researcher took an exploratory perspective in
analyzing data through thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a method for identifying,
analyzing, and reporting themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis is not tied to a preexisting framework and can be used with different theoretical frameworks. Through thematic
analysis, the researcher is able to collect data in relation to the research question. Thematic
analysis introduces patterns or themes through examination and recording repeated phrases that
are important in describing the phenomenon within the data. The researcher examines and
records patterns for the semi-structured interviews and focus group. This approach focuses on
the participants perceptions and experiences related to the phenomenon. The most widely used
thematic analysis was developed by Braun and Clarke (2006), who created six steps of thematic
analysis:
1. Familiarize yourself with the data
2. Generate initial codes

BLACK MALE STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF RETENTION INITIATIVES

74

3. Search for themes
4. Review themes
5. Defining and Naming themes
6. Producing the report
The process of reducing data comes in three stages: the free line-by-line coding of the
findings, the organization of codes into related areas to construct descriptive themes, and the
development of analytical themes (Aronson, 1995). Coding is the process of organizing a large
amount of data into smaller segments (Bailey, 2009). Initial coding or open coding is term for
breaking up multiple pages of text into more manageable sections that can later be grouped for
the analysis stage (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). During this stage, the researcher reads data or
listens to the recordings and in turn writes down initial thoughts. Once the researcher has
become more familiar with the data, it is important to identify preliminary codes. This can be
from direct quotes or discovering common ideas and then paraphrasing them. The researcher
reads every line of data, while understanding some codes will be deleted later and new ones may
emerge. The further reduction of data is called axial coding, which is the process of reducing the
data by identifying and combining the initial coded data into larger categories (Strauss & Corbin,
1990).
After numerous codes have been found, the researcher will identify all data that relate to
the classified patterns. In conjunction with coding, the researcher also participates in an iterative
process called memoing. The researcher “creates, defines, and refines conceptual categories,
makes tentative notes about links between concepts, and draws a sketch—often literally as well
as metaphorically—of features important for understanding the setting” (Bailey, 2009, p. 133).
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When memoing it is important the researcher asks questions, pose hypotheses, and sees answers
grounded in the data (Bailey, 2009).
After coding and memoing, the next step is to combine the related patterns into subthemes. Themes are derived from patterns like what people say, meanings, feelings, and
conversation topics (Aronson, 1995). Themes are meaningless when standing alone but emerge
from participants’ stories to form a comprehensive picture of their collective experience
(Aronson, 1995). When patterns emerge between themes, the researcher will obtain feedback
from participants to gain a clearer understanding and establish other questions for the participant.
The study used a qualitative data analysis software, NVivo 8 (QSR International) to
evaluate the semi-structured interviews and focus group. The software helps make sense of the
transcripts from the interviews and focus group. NVivo software (QSR International) classifies,
sorts, and arranges the information from the transcript to assist the researcher with the analyses.
To analyze data from semi-structured interviews and a focus group, the researcher used a
thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which allowed me to bring preexisting
research questions to the analysis of the data while also investigating entirely unanticipated
themes. Thus, deductive and inductive codes, respectively, were identified and used in the
analysis. The questions from the interviews were used to create initial, deductive codes. Then,
the transcripts were reviewed to identify themes emerging from the text to create inductive
codes. Together, these codes comprised the codebook. Specific text passages relating to the
codes were compiled into code reports for analysis. In the results presented here, the participants’
quotes are used to illustrate the findings. This data analysis was used to analyze the content of
the data collection. Patterns or themes relevant to the participants’ experiences and perspectives
were identified.
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Once the patterns have emerged, the researcher must build a valid argument for selecting
the themes. The researcher formulates theme statements and clear working definitions that
describe the essence of each theme to construct a story line. The interpretable pieces of writing
using extract examples that relate to theme and research question are what makes up the
descriptive storyline (Aronson, 1995). Thick, rich descriptions provide strong, visual images for
the reader as well as insights into the research questions (Bailey, 2009). Descriptions should be
sufficiently detailed, so the researcher engages the reader into the setting and phenomenon
(Bailey, 2009). During the final analysis, the researcher will develop a report presenting the
interpretation of results, participant and researcher insights, limitations and generalizations.
Validity of Research
This research study employs multiple research techniques to ensure validity and
reliability of the research. Patton (2002) indicated that studies that use only one method are
more vulnerable to errors linked to that particular method (e.g., loaded interview questions,
biased or untrue responses) than studies that use multiple methods (p. 248). The researcher uses
triangulation to help assemble emerging theories (Creswell, 2012). In addition, the researcher
employs member checks. Participants can review their responses (member checking) to confirm
the findings of the research. Participants receive their transcript as a document and are asked to
review and reply if there are any discrepancies. Member checks makes sure the researcher
captures a true and honest representation of the participants experience (Creswell, 2012).
Furthermore, the researcher completes field notes of each interview. According to Groenewald
(2004) field notes are descriptive and analytical while avoiding judgement. Field notes provide
summaries of the interviews and are used to reflect, organize, and improve the study.
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Researcher Positionality
It is important to acknowledge the researcher’s positionality. I am an African-American
male who grew up in a metropolitan city. As the eldest of four boys I have always encouraged
my brother’s aspirations and educational pursuits. Comparing our academic struggles to that of
our white peers who received an education in better school districts, taught by highly educated
staff and personnel, an abundance of technology and resources, mandatory test preparation,
among many other benefits, caused me to question if we had been afforded those same
advantages, would we too have earned advanced degrees and maintained competitive
employment. As a Black man, earning a college degree was an incredible feat because I had to
navigate a new world without the mentorship and guidance of university faculty or staff. But, I
watched many of my white peers gain access to the community of help from white faculty that
many of my Black peers and I never received
In addition, I served as a graduate student mentor in this same retention initiative from
2014–2016. In qualitative research, bias is inevitable and can affect the validity and reliability of
findings. Recognizing bias made me take strides to reduce it during my interviews, focus
groups, and write-up of my results. My personal experience and desire to see Black males excel
in college proved to be beneficial in connecting with participants and administrators who can
help with the study. While Black college males have challenges in retention, these obstacles can
be worked through, but it takes a community of support to overcome the challenges and persist
to graduation.
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Evidence of Trustworthiness
Credibility. The researcher sent each participant the transcription from their interview to
be sure the participant’s point of view was accurately portrayed.
Transferability. The researcher did a thorough job of describing the research context
and the assumptions central to the research. The results of the qualitative research can be
generalized or transferred to other PWIs in rural settings.
Dependability. It is important to account for the ever-changing context within which the
research occurs. The setting remained constant. Students met in the campus library for semistructured interviews and the office of diversity for the focus groups. The experiences of each
student participant varied, but it did not affect the way the researcher approached the study.
Confirmability. The researcher documented the procedures for checking and rechecking
the data throughout the study. Researcher kept a journal throughout the study in order to frame
any biases.
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Chapter Four
Findings
This chapter presents data collected through interviews and a focus group with students
and administrators from a land-grant PWI located in the Appalachian region. The primary
purpose of this qualitative single case study was to explore and analyze Black college male
perceptions of a retention initiative designed to increase Black college male retention.
More specifically, it focused on the following three questions:
1. How does the initiative in place help to retain Black college male students attending a
land-grant PWI located in a rural environment?
2.

How do Black college male students perceive the purpose, processes, and
effectiveness of a retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?

3.

How do college administrators perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of
a retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?

Prior to presenting the findings, it is important to emphasize the methodological approach
and organization of the findings discussed in Chapter Three. The design of this research study
investigates the essence of a small number of participants’ experiences about a single study case
to develop patterns and relationships of meaning. Generally, qualitative research develops
explanations of this social phenomena and attempts to understand the world we live in and why
things are the way they are (Bryman & Burgess, 2002). In the current study, the researcher’s
paradigm is based on the philosophical view that knowledge is constructed and contingent on
human perception and social experience. Through the use of semi-structured interviews and a
focus group with emphasis on the participants’ subjective experiences and their perceptions of
the retention initiative the researcher sought to develop “thick, rich descriptions” (Merriam,
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1998) of the phenomenon. The researcher allowed the data to lead to the emergence of concepts
and ideas.
Structural Organization of the Chapter
This chapter (a) introduces the participants, (b) describes the environment of the college
campus, (c) outlines the retention initiative, (d) emphasizes the emerging themes and sub theme
from the semi-structured interviews and focus group in relation to the research questions through
examination of the data thematic analysis, and (e) concludes the findings from a holistic view of
the college retention initiative. It is the researcher’s hope that the data provided, through the
voices of my participants, provides an articulate conversation about the experiences of Black
college male students who attend a PWI in a rural environment. This chapter is dedicated to
presenting the results of this study, in an attempt to bring awareness to college retention
initiatives and the students they serve. At the conclusion of this chapter, it will be apparent that
the student perceptions of a retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male student
persistence should be properly examined and compared to the perceptions of the administrators
overseeing the retention initiative. The aforementioned experiences do not fully illustrate a
representation of all retention initiatives nor do they characterize the voices of all Black college
male students.
Student Participants
The student participants for this study were purposely selected so that the researcher
could guarantee information-rich data (Patton, 2002). Each participant selected for this study
identified as an African-American college male who has been an active part of the retention
initiative for at least one year. Two participants transferred to MAC from other institutions,
while the remaining participants enrolled at MAC immediately following high school. Relevant
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findings from the demographic survey completed by participants are provided below. Table 1
includes participants’ responses to general demographic questions. Table 2 highlights
participants’ self-reported challenges of attending a PWI and how they were introduced to the
retention initiative. Importantly, what emerged from how students were introduced to the
retention initiative was the pressure from being the first in the family to go to college. Eight
participants self-reported they were first-generation college students. For example, RD grew up
in an environment surrounded by drugs and violence and his athletic prowess opened doors for
him that were not open for many of his friends. RD reflected: “For me, college was the
stereotypical way out. Luckily, I had scholarships, so it was an easier access point for me.” SA
also noted that as a first-generation college student, even his friends were less likely to see the
benefits of attending. SA noted: “College was a way out. It’s your only option kind of thing. No
one else went to college.” CH grew up in an area similar to RD and no one around him desired
to attend college and did not recognize any benefit it could provide. CH shared: “My parents
didn’t graduate college and even through struggling found ways to take care of us. I am the
second person from my block in the last 15 years to go to college.”
Two students who participated in the study were not first-generation college students.
KE recalled: “For me, college was automatic. Not as much as my mom having graduated from
college, but the people in my school, all of them were focused on college. That’s, literally, all I
heard since middle school.” Similarly, JM grew up in a household where both parents attended
college and attending college after high school was his only option. JD shared:
I grew up in a household with both my parents who were college graduates, so it wasn’t
really an option for me. Early on, I remember even freshman year of high school, we
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were already looking at schools. It wasn’t really if college was an option, it was which
one you’re going to.
Research shows that African-American students who come from families whose parents
have a college degree, arguably are likely to have additional resources and a support system that
are not available to many African-American students who are the first in their family to go to
college. Participants in this study each expressed a strong desire to attend college, but many
lacked the social and cultural capital to properly navigate the new college terrain. In the section
below, a short participant profile provides more context about each of the student participants.
Student Participant Profile
Ten Black college males were selected and interviewed for this study. The researcher
contacted 20 Black college males who were part of the Successful M.A.L.E. Initiative, but only
10 participated. The experiences and stories provided by the participants in this study represents
a rich variety of data from multiple subpopulations and backgrounds.
A. CW was a Maryland stand-out high school football player. He received several D2
scholarships and a few D1AA, but his brother was not comfortable with the options
and felt CW needed to attend a school that would give him an academic edge and
give him the best shot at a career after college. MAC University was not originally
on his radar, but MAC provided him money to attend and he was interested in their
pre-pharm program. CW grew up in a very high Black and Spanish community, and
when he arrived at MAC, he felt an immediate culture shock. However, as a member
of the Academic S.T.A.R.S. he arrived on campus five weeks before school started
and was able to enroll in summer classes for credit, meet other Black students, and
mingle with campus professors and administrators.
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2. CA is a first-generation college student from Washington DC who first enrolled in an
HBCU on an athletic college scholarship. His college football coach left the school
after CW’s freshman year and many of the scholarship players ended up losing their
scholarships or wanted out of their scholarships to attend other colleges. CW’s high
school best friend attended MAC and encouraged CW to start fresh and come to
MAC. CW and a teammate at the HBCU transferred to MAC together and coming to
MAC as a transfer student did not feel foreign because he had a connection with the
campus although he had never visited it. CW would later transfer from MAC during
his senior year because of family responsibilities and lack of institutional support.
3. CT is from Virginia and applied to one college in his home state: James Madison. He
felt the other schools in Virginia were more academically challenging and he did not
want to place those pressures on himself as a freshman in college. CT applied to
other colleges outside of his home state (Morehouse College) and when he did not get
into those colleges a friend from his high school had been accepted to MAC and told
CT he should apply. During the summer following his senior year, CT visited MAC
and fell in love with the campus and felt comfortable with the six-hour car ride from
home. His dorm and roommate experience his freshman year in college made him
feel at home and he quickly became involved in campus activities. He is a recent
graduate from MAC University and remains heavily involved in student organizations
he served in.
4. ER is from Washington, D.C., but ended up going to high school in a small city
located in the eastern panhandle of West Virginia. He is the son of a military man
and he and his family moved around often until his father retired in West Virginia.
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ER was used to diversity and being around other students of color, but when he
arrived at West Virginia was one of few Black students in his high school and wished
he lived in the next district over that had a larger proportion of Black students. His
parents instilled in him the importance of going to college and the influence of
attending MAC University came from all of the direct and indirect messages he
received from school peers, restaurants, and billboards. He is a recent graduate from
MAC University and remains heavily involved in student organizations he served in.
5. EW is a first-generation college student from Miami, Florida. He attended an HBCU
for undergrad and found out about MAC University in his search for a graduate
school experience that would be fully funded. EW never intended to move so far
north, but the opportunity to finish a fully funded hybrid (online and face-to-face)
Master’s program in 2 years appealed to him. He accepted a position as a graduate
assistant to offset student fees and pay for housing and it was his graduate assistant
advisor who told him about the retention initiative for Black college males. EW
desired to be part of a community of Black men similar to the community he
belonged to during his undergraduate tenure.
6. KE is a first-generation college student from Washington DC and made a list of
colleges he wanted to attend. MAC was number four on his list, behind University of
Delaware, Pace University in New York, and Babson College in
Massachusetts. When he didn’t get into his top three colleges, it was evident he
would strongly consider option four. Because MAC is a public institution, as a DC
resident, KE received $10,000 towards his tuition. He didn’t know much about the
social structure of the college and attended MAC without visiting the campus.
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7. RD is a first-generation college student from Columbus, Ohio and was recruited to
MAC to play football. MAC was not his first choice and he had other scholarships,
but due to credits and grades his options were limited. He narrowed his school search
to five schools and the Sunday before high school athletes “signing day” he
committed to attend MAC. While he is from a rural area of Columbus, his home
community consisted of predominantly rural Blacks and so navigating a
predominantly White rural college campus was an adjustment. His first semester was
rocky due to family issues at home, but his teammates, college coaches, former
players who still lived in the area, and connections with a few Black male mentors
helped in his adjustment.
8. JD is a first-generation college student from West Virginia and attended a
predominantly white high school. His first college choice was to attend a HBCU, but
due to his family’s limited exposure to the college process he decided to look at
colleges some of his high school friends had been accepted to. JD went on a campus
tour of MAC through a special weekend hosted by the admissions office. He listened
to Black student panelists talk about their experiences at MAC and he instantly felt a
connection with the university. Later that summer he attended a bridge program at
the university for Black students and was able to develop friendships before the start
of school.
9. JM is from Montgomery County, Maryland. He admits that he had no choice but to
be a college graduate. Both his mother and father are college graduates from NC
A&T and since birth he knew A&T was his top choice. JM’s parents are season
football ticket holders, so there was heavy pressure to attend the college. His other
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college choices were, LSU, Auburn, Western University, and MAC. JM served as a
student manager for his high school football team and MAC recruits came to his
school to recruit players. JM inquired about the need for student managers and MAC
students shared they had a few slots open. While, JM knew his parents wanted him to
attend A&T he wanted to experience something different, and MAC offered him a
partial scholarship to attend and work as a student manager for the football team.
When he visited the campus, he had a feeling he would fit in well and would find
comfort in attending such a large university.
10. SA is first generation college student from New Jersey. He is a transfer student from
a two-year college. Initially, MAC was one of his top choices, but when he was not
accepted to any of his top choices. His 2-year college has a direct pipeline to MAC
and many students who are not accepted to MAC initially will attend this small
college to increase GPA and become more college ready. SA was a student athlete at
his first college, but when he transferred to MAC he focused on his academics and no
longer pursued playing sports. MAC was not an immediate culture shock because his
two-year college was more of a culture shock and helped to prepare him in navigating
the college terrain at MAC.
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Table 1
Participant Demographics
Name Gender Race

Class Rank

Home
Community

High
School

CW

M

Black

Senior

Rural

Pred.
Black

CA

M

Black

Senior/Transferred to
HBCU

Urban

Mixed

CT

M

Black

Alumni (2017)

Suburban

Pred.
White

ER

M

Black

Alumni (2017)

Rural

Pred.
White

EW

M

Black

Grad Student

Urban

Pred.
Black

KE

M

Black

Junior

Urban

Pred.
Black

RD

M

Black/Native
Amer/Syrian

Senior

Rural

Pred.
White

JD

M

Black

Senior

Suburban

Pred.
White

JM

M

Black

Sophomore

Suburban

Mixed

SA

M

Black

Sophomore

Suburban

Mixed
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Table 2
Participant Response Summaries
Name Challenges at PWI

M.A.L.E.

Years M.A.L.E

CW

Small network of Black peers; does not
feel like home

Outreach from the CBC&R

4

CA

Small network of Black, like-minded
peers; Professors had little to no
understanding of the make-up of the Black
family

Worked for the CBC&R

4

CT

Small network of Black peers;
academically underprepared

Approached by another
student

3

ER

Fragmented – urban black students stay
together and rural black students stay
together

Academic S.T.A.R.S.

3

EW

Lack of cultural awareness and history

Graduate Assistant
Supervisor

2

KE

Hard to access things that are available in
urban cities

Academic S.T.A.R.S.

2

RD

Pressure that Black men have to be strong
at all times

Former WVU Athlete

3

JD

No Black representation in the classroom
and administration

Academic S.T.A.R.S.

3

JM

Lack of programs for Black students; does
not feel like home

Academic S.T.A.R.S

2
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Pressure to assimilate to white culture and
not be himself

University Announcements;
Approached by another
student
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Administrator Participants
The administrator participants for this study were purposely selected so that the
researcher would guarantee information-rich data (Patton, 2002). There were two administrators
selected, one of whom was the creator of the retention initiative and the other the chief diversity
office for the institution. The purpose in selecting administrators to participate in this study was
to compare the findings to student participants as well as the archival documents related to the
retention initiative. The administrators provided rich-detailed information concerning the
retention initiative, the students they serve, and the understanding of why this retention initiative
is of importance. The two administrators agreed that the retention initiative was imperative to
the success of African-American college males. However, they contrasted in their views of the
way the program should be run. Both administrators identified as African-American male. DG
serves as the Vice President of the Diversity Center and the sole Chief Diversity Officer. His
involvement in the retention initiative spans from his more than 20 years of experience in law,
advocacy, and diversity. He is the direct report for the retention initiative. MA is the Director of
the retention initiative. As a former student and assistant director from a Midwest college, he
brought the idea of starting a retention initiative for men of color to MAC University. He created
the program in one department at the University, but later when he changed roles and moved to a
new department on campus, he renamed the retention initiative and expanded its reach from
Black males to men of color. While the retention initiative is open to all men of color, 90% of
the initiative consists of Black college male students. The results of the semi-structured
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interviews with administration participants are shared later in this chapter. In the section below,
a short administrator profile provides more context about both of the participants.
Administrator Participant Profile
The researcher only contacted two administrators because they were the only ones in
charge of the creation and implementation of the retention initiative. While other campus
administrators participate in the program, they were not part of the planning and design of the
initiative. Other campus administrators meet with student participants once a month during
empowerment sessions and, on occasion, with students outside of monthly empowerment
sessions. The experiences and stories provided by the participants in this study represents a rich
variety of data from different backgrounds.
1. Dr. Grayson (DG) has a doctorate jurisprudence and his background as a trial attorney
opened the doors for him to serve in Diversity Office. He is the first chief diversity
office at MAC and prior to his appointment there was no diversity office. DG
spearheaded the transition of the social justice office, which included student
accessibility services to now include affirmative action and diversity initiatives. In
the early years of his tenure, he made the case throughout the state for the need for
more diversity work and one single unit on campus to oversee the ancillary diversity
work such as the Black Culture Center and the LGBTQ Center. However, the
institution decided not to place all units under one department and the diversity work
on campus remained fragmented, without being systematized, measured, and tracked
with a high degree of responsibility. After serving six years as Chief Diversity
Officer, DG has recently stepped aside into a more advisory role to the university
president.
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2. Mr. Analyzer (MA) is a current Ph.D. student at MAC University. He began his
professional career at a Midwest college and accepted a position at MAC in June of
2012 to serve as an assistant director for the Black Culture Center. He quickly
discovered there was not any type of targeted program or initiative specific to
African-American students, specifically African American males. In his experience
at his former Midwest college, he worked closely with the Black male initiative
there. His experience working with the Black male initiative and becoming a member
of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity Inc., a Black Greek Letter Organization, stoked his
desire to start a Black male initiative at MAC. In 2012, he formed a Black college
male program called M.A.N. (Male Achievement Network) that was to deal with the
notion of achievement of Black men achieving in all facets of their life—
academically, professionally, socially, culturally, and personally. Two years after this
appointment, MA changed positions and took a job at the Diversity Office. M.A.N.
did not continue at the Black Culture Center and so with the approval of his new
supervisor, DG, he started a new initiative for males and called it The Successful
M.A.L.E. Initiative. The acronym for M.A.L.E. stands for Men Achieving through
Leadership and Engagement, which soon became a MAC support initiative for MAC
men of color. MA recently stepped aside as Director of M.A.L.E. to focus on his
doctoral studies. He still serves as an advisor for the initiative.
In the following section, the case or the retention initiative is described to provide context
for the findings that are discussed later.
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The Case: The Successful M.A.L.E. Initiative
The Successful M.A.L.E. Initiative or affectionately known as M.A.L.E. was created
under the Diversity Office by MA. It was modeled after the first initiative, M.A.N., which was
founded by MA in June of 2012. However, the first initiative did not gain the traction that it
needed to be supported by the institution at large. MA and DG enlisted the support of the
university president to repurpose and relaunch an initiative for men of color on campus. This
new initiative would focus on two main tenets: retention and graduation completion. The other
components of the initiative would support the retention and graduation completion for men of
color. M.A.L.E would be the first retention initiative built into the fabric of the institution for
male students of color. In other words, MAC did not have an institutional history of retention
initiatives for men of color. The researcher worked closely with one of the university head
librarians to research if the university had other programs that supported male students of color,
but after looking through the archives for weeks, we did not discover any documents related to
programs for male students of color. This does not suggest that there were not informal
programs for male students of color, but there were no documented cases.
With the support of the University President, M.A.L.E was supported by professional
mentors, administrators, campus departments, and the Office of the President. Although this
retention initiative was not established within the university’s strategic plan, the college
President has publicly supported the initiative and has been an active participant in monthly
empowerment sessions. With the expansion of the M.A.L.E. initiative, the responsibility was
now a campus wide effort, receiving support from other departments such as Student Life,
Housing and Residence Life, and the Black Culture Center. The M.A.L.E. initiative has
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struggled to be a data-driven program, yet the interviews with students indicate it has been
effective aiding in both retention and graduation completion.
M.A.L.E. meets monthly for empowerment sessions and periodically throughout the year
for special events and mentor-mentee outings. These sessions are normally run by MA,
professional mentors, and graduate student mentors. The active student participants range
between 25–30 for monthly empowerment sessions. There are five to 10 active professional and
graduate student mentors who attend the monthly empowerment sessions. In addition to the
monthly empowerment sessions, the professional mentors are assigned five to seven students and
are encouraged to meet with them on a monthly basis. Graduate student mentors are also
encouraged to meet with professional mentors on a monthly basis to discuss potential at-risk
students and prepare for monthly empowerment sessions.
Other Initiatives Supporting Black College Males
The researcher identified M.A.L.E. as being the only direct program on campus that
supported the retention and graduation completion of Black college males. However, during the
semi-structured interviews with student participants what was discovered was there was a
separate program on campus that was indirectly geared to support the retention and graduation
completion of Black college males. Four of the 10 student participants were part of a summer
bridge program for incoming freshmen called Academic S.T.A.R.S. (Students Achieving and
Reaching Success). S.T.A.R.S. was created by the Black Culture Center on campus and is a
five-week program that helps African-American students build an academic foundation, develop
cultural self-awareness, and enhance leadership capability. The program offers a three-credit
course during the five weeks where students are introduced to the academic rigors of college,
meet one-on-one with a professor, and become acclimated to working in groups to complete
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tasks. In addition, the program enlists periodic, student development workshops for students.
S.T.A.R.S. accepts approximately 20 students each academic year.
Participants who were part of S.T.A.R.S. were contacted about the program by the Black
Culture Center. To be eligible for S.T.A.R.S. students must: (a) be a first-year African American
student who is carrying at least a 2.75 in their high school program, provide evidence of extracurricular activities or proof of community service, submit high school transcripts, include three
letters of recommendation, and write an essay. The participants in this study who were also part
of S.T.A.R.S. each expressed the impact this program had on their success in college and
M.A.L.E. was another more ongoing support system for them. Participants who were part of
S.T.A.R.S. and M.A.L.E. had advantages that other participants did not. They were able to build
relationships with other students, faculty, and administrators prior to the start of their first Fall
semester. They did not struggle in navigating the campus terrain like many of the other student
participants. In addition, the successful completion of a college course prior to the Fall semester
gave students momentum in their academics as well a feeling of success in their academic
journey.
The Diversity Office and the Black Culture Center are two separate departments that both
focus on the retention and graduation completion of Black students on campus. M.A.L.E.
focuses on Black college male students and their challenges and successes they find attending a
PWI. However, while S.T.A.R.S. does not focus solely on Black college males, it does offer
Black college males a support prior to coming to college. This support is important to discuss
because 4 of the 10 participants expressed the importance of being part of S.T.A.R.S. and the
impact and influence S.T.A.R.S. has had on them. In addition, all four participants were
introduced to M.A.L.E. through their involvement in S.T.A.R.S.
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In the following section, the college environment in which M.A.L.E. is located is
described.
The University
The college campus is located in a state in the Midwest, nestled between the Appalachian
Mountains and has pristine views of the natural landscape. The state was formed in contention
with a neighboring state during the American Civil War. The majority of the counties in the
state are designated as rural. It is known for logging and coal mining. Roughly, three-quarters
of the state is comprised of forests. It is one of the least diverse states in the nation with 93.1%
of the state being white (National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2008). In
addition, it ranks 37th out of 50 of African-American inhabitants. Of its inhabitants, 18.7% have
a bachelor’s degree or higher (2008). The state is challenged by retention, degree completion,
attainment gaps, and enrollment in higher education. This challenge is heightened by the number
of high school students who do not enroll in post-secondary schools following graduation.
Subsequently, 18.3% of the state population lives in poverty (2008). Historically, the mining and
coal industries have been the state’s main source of production, and it is also known for outdoor
activities, including skiing, whitewater rafting, fishing, hiking, and hunting. The state’s
population is also aging faster than the U.S. national average. It has a median age of 40 which
ranks as the oldest population in the United States (2008). Despite the economic challenges the
state experiences, the city where the college is located for this study is ranked by Forbes (2017)
as one of the top 10 best small cities in the nation to conduct business. In addition, the college is
ranked in the top 150 public universities and in the top 202 best value colleges (Forbes, 2017).
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In the following section, the findings are discussed. The themes and sub-themes that
emerged from the study are explained in detail. More specifically, the themes and sub-themes
are derived from the following three questions:
1. How do Black male students perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of
a retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?
2. How do college administrators perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness
of a retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?
3. Are there differences in how Black male students and college administrators
perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a retention initiative aimed
to increase Black college male retention?
In addition to the M.A.L.E. initiative, another initiative (S.T.A.R.S.) is referenced
because student participants shared this program served as separate support to help retain Black
college male students. The researcher only addresses the M.A.L.E. initiative in the findings
because it is the only campus initiative that is designed specifically for Black college males.
However, both M.A.L.E. and S.T.A.R.S. initiative(s) are intertwined throughout the findings
because it is impossible to highlight some of the participant experiences as it relates to M.A.L.E.
without addressing their involvement in the S.T.A.R.S. program.
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Findings
The findings in this study provide a framework for understanding the need for retentionbased initiatives for Black college males, the organizational structure of such initiatives, and how
the vision and implementation of the initiative align. These findings support the research
questions in this study. In the following section the themes from the study are discussed. In
addition, the researcher analyzes differences of opinion held by students and administrators.
This approach details the common themes within the study as well as any differences shared so
that a complete picture of the findings are shared.
Themes. The identified themes originated from predominant motif coding and were
organized in three groups reflective of the components in the research question 1 and 2 –
purpose, processes, and effectiveness: Group One (Purpose) – Needs and Obstacles: External and
Internal; Group Two (Processes) – Support: Through the Program and Outside the Program; and
Group Three (Effectiveness) – Organization: Sense of Family/Community and Ways to Improve
the Program. Figure 3 illustrates all themes in this study.

Figure 3. Themes and sub-themes
Common themes and sub-themes. Within some of the theme are sub-themes that further
narrowed and detailed how the participants understood the nature of their respective experience.
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These were also identified by a careful analysis of the predominant motifs within the experiences
of the participants.
Needs and Obstacles, External Needs and Obstacles, refers to broader cultural and
institutional challenges that black students face while attending college. They detail the nature of
the circumstances of the individuals’ outside world such as interactions with others, the
institutional environment and family problems. Internal Needs and Obstacles, expand upon the
nature of the inner-self and subjective and personal lives of the individuals as they go through
college experience.
Support, Support through the Retention Program, expands on how the program in place is
perceived by both students and administrators. Support outside the Retention Program, describes
resources that students identified as available outside the targeted retention of the initiative
designed to increase Black college male retention.
Organization, Sense of Family/Community, details students’ reaction to the community
that was formed because of the initiative and reasons why they remained members. Finally,
Ways to Improve Organization of the Program, details students and administrators’ perceptions
about the logistics that can make the program to function better and any unmet needs an
improved program should address. Figure 2 illustrates these themes and sub-themes.
Group one (Purpose): Needs and obstacles.
External needs and obstacles. External Needs and Obstacles, refers to broader cultural
and institutional challenges that black male students uniquely face while attending college. For
example, participants reported that they felt as “odd men on campus,” which made it difficult to
connect to the majority white student population. CW said: “Most classes were Caucasians
students and roommate was Caucasian (felt alone in class []).” CA noted: “Black male
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population is very small.” CT echoed: “three black males on my entire (dormitory) floor.”
Participants shared an overwhelming need to connect with other Black males. They were not
visible in their dorm rooms, classrooms, or even in public spaces like the student union and
cafeteria. For some participants, the lack of other Black males on campus was new and entirely
different than what their home communities and school districts looked like. RD expressed:
I think the challenge of fitting in on this campus because, as a predominantly white
institution, year-round cultures is different from what you’re used to, what you grew up
in. [ ] You hang around people that don’t necessarily have the same culture beliefs or
views of certain things that you’re used to and it’s just different [ ] Adapting to new
people, different cultures.
KE agreed with RD’s expression of the lack of Black students on campus. He said: “As
far as me being here, I wish there was more black students, at a [basic] level, I wish there was
more black students, that’s all.” There is a need for Black college male students to be around
and interact with other Black college males. While the number of Black college males on
campus is small, there is still a visible number. However, many Black college males are spread
out on such an enormous campus leaving rare opportunities for them to connect. MA shared
because Black college males have rare opportunities to connect it was important to create a
program that brought them all together. MA shared:
So, having this opportunity, I think for people at a predominately white institution creates
this safe, this comfortable space for students of color to be able to debrief, to be able to
talk about their experiences, their struggles, their concerns, their issues, their successes.
The participants further elaborated on race related, cultural issues that affected them while in
college. They talked about working through the cultural differences, fighting “Black Male”
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stereotypes, dealing with white privilege, as well as about general difficulties with finding
appropriate support from family members. Below are examples that illustrate each of these
issues.
Participants talked extensively about the necessity to work through cultural differences
and obstacles that affected the Black community as opposed to the white student population. KE
reflected:
I think that is the case, a lot of times we think that [as Black males] college isn’t for us.
But I also think one the flip side of that, with Black males, we see all these other ways to
make it. The primary ways and sometimes our primary role models are actors, rappers
and ballers. So it’s like, “I don’t know how to act so I’m going to gear towards rapping
and balling.” It’s easier, these days, to get your stuff out there.
Many of the first-generation participants also expressed how many of their high school
peers took jobs out of high school instead of attending college. The idea that “college is not for
us” was a reoccurring theme among some of the participants. Culturally, they were not raised in
a community that pushed attending college. While some of them were encouraged by their
parents, many of their peers did not subscribe to the thought that college would be beneficial.
Instead, the chased dreams of becoming athletes and rappers, which is entirely different from the
cultural upbringing of their white counterparts. KE further explained:
The black community, especially for black men, has become obsolete or non-existent to
the fact that black men often find different ways (other than college) to secure and find
their own niche not centralized in our community of black resources.
JD remarked:
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A lot of black males come from high schools that are inadequate and don’t prepare them
the best for college. It’s a natural thing that happens based on the way our laws and things
like that are set up. They don’t know they’re behind and they come in thinking with a
good attitude, “I’m ready to do this.” But really, they’re already 10 steps behind. They’re
going to be working hard, harder than the man next to them, when they get here.
Participants shared that when they arrived at campus they realized that their Black
community had not properly prepared them academically and socially for college, especially a
PWI. When they spoke with their white peers about the communities in which they grew up in,
they quickly realized that culturally Black males entered college lacking the academic and social
support their white peers received. In addition to cultural obstacles, participants expressed the
need to work hard to live outside the “Black Male” stereotype. There are a number of Black
stereotypes that participants expressed and some are: all black men are athletes, all black men are
not intelligent, and all black men are aggressive and competitive. CT explained:
They [whites] could start taking down some of those stereotypes. Because all these
students come from different backgrounds. They don’t know what black people are like,
they haven’t been around black people. If their first experience with them or interaction
with them, is them dressed nicely, and carrying ourselves the right way, that can help
knock down some stereotypes and make for a better campus overall.
CT alluded to the notion that Black men enter college with these stereotypes. They step
foot on campus and immediately they have been judged and marginalized. This reality is an uphill battle for Black men as they attempt to navigate the terrains of a PWI. RD agreed with CT
about being placed in a stereotypical box as a Black man on a predominantly white campus who
is seeking the same experience as his white peers. RD shared:
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I think, as athletes, they put us in this box of, “you’re just a stereotypical black athlete.”
Trying to live outside of that is definitely a challenge. They weren’t really accepting
towards the fact that I was a black person looking for extra help. I was kind of tossed to
the wayside. And I was also a football player, so a lot of the flack that I caught was “you
guys have everything over there so you don’t need it.” So whether I caught flack because
I was on the football team or because of my skin tone, I’m not sure.
The stereotype of being an athlete does not help Black men navigate the campus
environment. White peers and faculty do not take Black college men seriously because they
assume the majority of Black men are accepted to college to play a sport. Black college males
who are not athletes are treated as if they were athletes, and not taken seriously in the classroom.
Thus, the stereotype to be aggressive and compete emerges. This “double-edged sword” rudely
affects the Black male experience on campus. KE commented on RD’s experience as an athlete:
The fact that it’s a double-edged sword as far as motivation and healthy competition. I
think we also- we try too hard to impress each other. Sometimes, this crabs in the barrel
mentality, people have it but, man, black people is crazy this crabs in a barrel mentality
that we have. How we feel the need to [say:] “You went to Miami last year? Alright, I go
three times a year. They like to flex with the ‘03 Benz just because it got the emblem on
it. It’s like a flip to the axis. How do we successfully compete versus just competing and
bringing each other down at the same time?
One reason Black college males have to work harder than their white peers is because of
the new college culture they have yet to learn, the number of white peers and faculty who do not
take their college aspirations seriously, and as KE echoed, many Black males feel they have to
compete with one another in order to be successful. This idea of having to “flex” in all accounts
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perpetuates aggression and competition. KE alluded to how unhealthy having to “flex” is. There
is so much heavy lifting that needs to take place in order for Black college men to compete at
similar levels as their white peers. Black college males are not doing as well academically as
their white peers and institutions have to be mindful of the barriers that stand between Black
college males and academic success. And once those barriers are defined, the proper measures
need to be in place to aide Black college males in their success.
MA echoed:
And I think it’s very important because of the data, the graduation rates of black students,
the persistence rates compared to their white counterparts is not up to par. It’s not what it
should be. They are often pretty dismal and bleak numbers in comparison to their white
counterparts. So we have to begin to think about as an institution, what do we do, what do
we provide our students with in order to properly serve them, to best develop them, to
make sure that there’s this idea of holistic development that’s happening for the
academic, the social, the professional, the cultural and the personal.
The obstacle for Black college males to convince others they desire a college degree is
different from their white peers. And yet, in order to be taken seriously, Black college males
need white peers and faculty to encourage their academic pursuits and leadership positions on
campus. Black men are much more than the stereotypical athlete who provides entertainment,
but instead resilient and goal-oriented men who yearn for the same college experience as their
white peers.
Participants also discussed that white privilege was an obstacle they faced on the college
campus and the design of the retention initiative helped them see that white privilege was not a
thing of the past, but simply something present and systemic. Participants agreed that M.A.L.E.
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helped them see how real institutional racism and white privilege were and provided them the
tools to be resilient and strive for success despite any challenges. RD shared:
It’s literally built into the system for them to, in any system, any institution, for white
males to be pushed forward. I feel like we all, as black men, we come in to college with
weights on our shoulders. We are always fighting to make it. So many people are against
us. We are technically an anomaly. Whereas, a white person, it’s expected them to go to
get their bachelor’s then get their Master’s, get Doctorate’s degrees. Their path is already
paved for them. Whereas, we got to make our own.
KE echoed RD’s sentiments and expressed:
Things like that that are definitely going to come into play. People bragged on Bill Cosby
about this at one point, talking about, stop talking about institutional racism. Just get the
job done. Or just do this, do that. We know the system is built against you. That’s not the
only factor that goes into whether or not you get a job. You can’t keep bagging on that as
to why you didn’t get a job. Be the best you that you can be kind of thing. This pull
yourself up by your boot straps mentality, which is so problematic to some people, that
kind of thing.
KE and RD acknowledged the “system” is not built to help Black men succeed, but they
both agreed that in order for Black men to be successful they must be willing to work hard and
fight to create a path that has not been laid out. SA agreed and shared: “There’s definitely a
privilege but I have the mind set you can’t ignore stats. If I’m doing better than someone who is
privileged, you can’t ignore that. I will work harder to surpass what I need to. You just can’t
ignore certain things.” SA discussed how it is hard to ignore stats, and if Black college males are
performing well in the classroom, regardless of white privilege, it is hard to ignore the numbers.
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Some participants acknowledged that when they are doing as well as their white peers, they are
still at a disadvantage. CA summarized:
There is a constant feeling of having to compete. We are battling white privilege
constantly. It feels like connections are more important than resumes. Due to this, I think
I have to work harder to be sharp in so many areas. I have to be able to blend socially and
academically with multiple types of people.
RD expressed similar thoughts as CA:
This internal battle we always have with white privilege versus us, creating the
competition with white people and they don’t even know the competition exists. I just
had to explain white privilege to a white person two weeks ago. They just don’t
understand it. [ ] We’re always told, you got to work twice as hard or be twice as smart to
be as half as good as a white person. That’s a negative pressure on us. We have this battle
going on, left and right, in everything we do, to be half as good as white people, rather
than trying to be just good for ourselves. Being the best we can for ourselves rather than
our white counterparts.
These examples emphasize a unique set of social and cultural obstacles that black
students have to resolve during their time in college. Note that the same issues are recognized by
first generation college students and by those who came from families with parents with a
college degree. Such issues clearly have to be addressed by a successful retention program.
Further, within the sub-theme Family Environment, participants reported that they often
have additional responsibilities to their families that takes time away from college coursework.
They also indicated that these special circumstances were not recognized by the school
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administration, and they rarely received any help or support. RD told a story about very difficult
times in his life when he needed but did not receive support from the university:
It would have to be the death of my cousins. I had two cousins murdered last year. They
were like, “You can go home for the funeral but after that, everything else is expected.”
Still got to go to practice, still got to go to class, still got to study hall, all these pressures
of the day are still on you even though something that’s so traumatic has happened. There
was no, “Take your time, do you need counseling, do you need this or that?” It was like,
“You’ve got the weekend off but make sure you come back ready to go.” [] Lost another
family member recently to gang violence; thought about leaving the school and going
back home.
CA noted that black students tend to have more responsibilities to their families than
white students typically do:
Black men are also realizing the importance of experience in the work force as opposed
to class time. This is a proven necessity. Many students have responsibilities to their
families. [ ] In my second year at WVU Grandmother developed dementia. At the time it
was just I and my mom taking trips to NC every weekend to take care of her; could not
afford to hire a nurse; told professors the dilemma but professors did not understand; I
lost a passion for school because of all the things that were happening; felt it was
important to get a job and help take care of family and start in career in graphic design
which I did not need a degree for.
These participants’ lived experiences suggest that Black college males have a great
responsibility to family and many times as the “man” in the household, the responsibility of
family needs falls on them. Participants expressed that white college males typically do not
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leave college to go home to take care of family nor do they work jobs to send money home to
family. JD expressed:
During my senior year, I’m looking for colleges, I really wanted to go to a Historically
Black College. And I am a first-generation student, so that guidance alone was
cumbersome. It was intimidating. And I started this journey to do campus tours. Of
course, I couldn’t necessarily travel anywhere, just because of family issues and family
limitations, so I thought it best to attend a school in the same state even though I did not
get to attend the school of choice (HBCU).
Participants shared that family responsibilities impact their ability to focus on academic
work as well as keep them close to home. MAC University was not the number one college
choice for any of the participants. Some wanted to attend smaller, private colleges but did not
get accepted. Other participants wanted to attend an HBCU, but MAC University was closer to
their homes and families then were the HBCUs. Retention programs need to account for special
circumstances related to the students’ family lifestyle, since many African-American students
come from economically, disadvantaged communities. Participants discussed their external
needs and obstacles and they also mentioned their internal needs and obstacles that impacted
their college experiences.
Internal needs and obstacles. Internal Needs and Obstacles details the inner-self and
subjective and personal lives of the participants as they go through their college experience. Two
closely related major points emerged within this theme: Lack of Motivation and Lack of Role
Models.
Participants repeatedly addressed the sub theme Lack of Motivation as an important
problem. For instance, SA noted that “some black males come to college without a clear focus.”
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He then continued: “I kind of think of it as it’s a lack of motivation. What ya’ll are saying how
it’s a competition, I think we need that more in our communities, so it keeps us all intrinsically
motivated because that way, it’s something we pursue.” KE echoed SA and shared:
That intrinsic motivation thing you said before was so valid. I’m not saying an 18 year
old or a 19 or 20 year old is irreversible as far as their attitude. But once you’ve been
doing stuff that has been built into you for over 15 years it’s hard to change that in a few
weeks of talking to somebody.
Participants mentioned that Black males have a lack of motivation because they do not
see other successful Black males graduating from college. In addition, there are few Black men
working in higher education who would inspire and motivate Black men to do well. So, the need
for intrinsic motivation is imperative, and if Black males do not develop it or bring it with them
to college, they run the risk of dropping out. But the how to develop intrinsic motivation is why
retention initiatives are important for Black males. DG shared:
I think a little bit of a problem with this (retention initiative), is that it was a little social, a
little academic. As opposed to being kind of a mandatory. So you had self-selection. And
what so often you have with self-selection you have the most motivated that will do it and
many times those that need it the most really don’t realize it until they’re in it a couple or
three years down the road.
The majority of the participants in this study expressed having intrinsic motivation.
While this is positive, they represent just a small percentage of Black males on campus. Because
of the obstacles that Black college males face on campus, having a retention initiative that is not
mandatory usually attracts students who are intrinsically motivated. However, the many Black
college male students who have not developed intrinsic motivation are left out of the retention
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initiative. Moreover, the initiative aides the students who self-select to be part of the program,
but it does not help those who may need it the most. Similarly, S.T.A.R.S. assists Black college
students who have at least a 2.75 high school GPA accompanied by an essay and letters of
recommendation. DG expressed: “The challenge I think with the S.T.A.R.S. program is that
there’s so few people involved in it.” Self-selection has a limited number of Black college males
involved in both M.A.L.E. and S.T.A.R.S. and in order to help Black college males develop
motivation to do well, it is paramount that the initiative find ways to reach more Black college
male students. Aside from lack of motivation, participants agreed the lack of mentors and role
models in their lives made their involvement in M.A.L.E. purposeful.
Participants’ journeys to college did not come from mentors or role models from home.
CA explained: “There was no real mentorship and our parents didn’t graduate college and even
through struggling, found ways to take care of us.” JD agreed: “Mentorship is a common thread
here at WVU. It doesn’t really exist in the black community as a whole. [ ] They tend to not be
able to find mentorship through core development processes of college.” MA expressed:
A big part of the initiative is to create community among other men of color, to allow for
strong and genuine networking and role-modeling and mentoring with professional staff.
All of those pieces are important because most men of color have not had this prior to the
initiative.
Participants explained that one of the purposes of the initiative was to provide mentors
and role models that would help Black college males reach success in college. EW expressed:
Without this initiative, the university would have a hard time retaining African-American
males or African-American students, period. This initiative, gives students mentors and
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role models. And for many of us, this is the first time we had a mentor who looked like
us guiding us.
SA echoed:
Some of us don’t come from the best situations. It’s tough for a lot of people, but the
M.A.L.E. initiative worked with me where I was and gave me the support I needed. It’s
tough. People have the emotional support of their families, but it all depends on the type
of support they get in college that makes all the difference.
JD agreed:
As a first-generation student, the guidance alone was cumbersome. It was intimidating to
think about. So, stepping foot on campus, I was fortunate enough to do a program called
Academic Stars program, which is sort of a transition program for first-generation
African-American students on campus. You spend six to eight weeks on campus, really
learning the campus, figuring out what your place is here at WVU, figuring out what your
place is here at WVU as an African American, and connecting with mentors that guide
you along the way.
JM was also a member of S.T.A.R.S. and shared:
That first week on campus, I didn’t feel nervous or scared. Because I was involved in
S.T.A.R.S., I already had a group of maybe 25+ friends, a couple mentors, older students,
on campus, and faculty that I’ve already met that it was like, “I’m comfortable here, this
is home, I really like this place.”
Each of the themes include discussion about S.T.A.R.S., which are revealed even more
throughout this chapter. Participants external and internal needs properly align with the purpose
of the retention initiative. They shared obstacles they faced prior to college and after stepping
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foot on campus. Thus, the creation of the retention initiative helped to mitigate some of these
obstacles and guide students to the proper resources. The next theme that developed was
Support, which properly aligned with the processes of the retention initiative.
Group two (processes): Support through the program. Support Available Through the
Retention Program, reflects students’ and administrators’ perspective on what the program was
able to offer Black males on campus. All participants recognized that the retention program at
the very least is aiming to address the common obstacle of low retention and graduation rates of
Black males on campus.
JD explained: “For me, it was a breath of fresh air to have people that look like me and
wanted to have the same amount of success or same type of experiences while they’re in college
or after college.”
SA agreed:
I like the M.A.L.E. initiative because, at the simplest form, it’s motivational. You
see people that’s similar to you and really excel and be the best man they can be. You
don’t get to see that many places, especially on this campus. Seeing other black men
close to your age out there trying to make a name for himself academically, whatever the
case may be. It’s empowering, honestly.
KE echoed the support the initiative provided:
It’s definitely given me an avenue to some of the professors and administrators, faculty
and mentors that I still have and I still keep in contact with to this day. The good thing
about it is it’s nice to see all those black guys there (empowerment sessions). It feels
good. More people to talk to. And if it’s a small group, it’s more intimate, so you can
have those tougher conversations.
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RD commented:
That (retention initiative) gives you a sense of belonging, especially for a lot of people.
Most of us are first generation college people, to have a sense of belonging to an
organization or a group who make you more comfortable here and your experience a lot
better.
Participants agreed that the initiative provided them support in several ways. Although,
all participants come from different backgrounds and have different needs, the common theme
was they all felt supported through the initiative. For some, sitting in room with other Black
college males every month was the support they needed. And for other participants, the initiative
was the only space on campus where they felt a sense of belonging and a safe space to be
themselves.
CW described the monthly meetings as “sessions away from school where men could
meet up and talk about things that affected the lives of Black men.” He also thought that this was
where the program was the most efficient. “the initiative is extremely effective for what the
initiative was to do: Discuss personal issues; Black male students on campus personal
relationships with black faculty and staff (because most faculty students I have are white). [ ] It
was great to connect with other African American leaders on campus.”
Sometimes the discussions addressed frustrations and challenges that students faced.
Participants mentioned that M.A.L.E. was the only safe space on campus to discuss sensitive
topics without feeling marginalized and most importantly accepted. CT referred to initiative
meetings as times when “group members coming together to voice opinions, frustrations,
challenges…” to be “very effective”.

BLACK MALE STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF RETENTION INITIATIVES

113

ER characterized the program as “enlightening (always learning something),
opportunistic (always faculty and leaders there to speak with), fulfilling (seeing other brothers
who care about the future of their lives).”
EW agreed with other participants:
I was looking to observe the program to pour in to others and be part of a sense of
community or brotherhood to express ideas and concerns. The initiative was a
community! It was a support group of men who could challenge my thinking and I could
challenge their thinking. The initiative provided opportunities to provide support and a
safe place for Black college males.
JD thought about the support within the initiative as a “Place to vent; place where he
could make jokes and others understand,” where people are “Looking after you as a person.” KE
highlighted the support of the initiative was “to create a safe space for men of color to discuss all
topics and academics, [ ] to facilitate growth, [and provide the] support system.” RD also saw
the program as giving an “opportunity to black men on campus (students and non-students) to
network, come together and talk in a safe environment.”
SA described the initiative as a “help group (support group), [where you can ] remain true
to yourself.” It gives “support through speakers brought from the outside,” and “events
(once/month) provide extra motivation.”
All participants agreed that one of the greatest strengths of the initiative was that it
provided support for Black college males. The initiative served as a haven for many participants
and the only space on campus where they could intentionally be around other Black college
males and discuss topics that were of interest to them. Members of the administration also
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emphasized that creating a strong support system for Black college males was one of the main
goals.
DG saw the main initiative functions as “structured to be a place where it was a social
outlet and grooming for leadership; [a place to] come together and see other successful people.
MA shared:
The initiative was formed to create community among other men of color, to allow for
strong and genuine support, networking, role-modeling and mentoring with professional
staff. I’m a strong believer that when you support students by connecting them to
something on campus that they can be involved in (outside of the classroom) then they
become passionate about school and the likelihood to retain them increases.
The support within the initiative encouraged participants to remain active members of
M.A.L.E. and receive the type of support they needed in order to persist. Participants also
mentioned receiving support outside the program, which aided in their persistence and academic
and social pursuits.
Outside the program. Support Available Outside the Program, reflects students’
perceptions of broader institutional resources that they found to be useful outside the retention
program. The participants commonly referred to select teachers who went out of their way to
help and support their students beyond the academics. Yet, most of the participants shared that
teachers were not as active as their high school teachers. Many participants felt like another
number in the classroom. In addition, participants involvement in bridge programs like
Academic S.T.A.R.S, student leadership positions on campus, intramurals, and Black Greek
letter organizations provided additional support they needed.
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Participants shared how easy it was to speak with their teachers in high school. Their
teachers showed concern about their academic achievement and would have one-to-one
conversations with them about the importance of doing well academically. Participants shared
that the one-to-one approach of professors was not as visible, and not only should it be more
visible for Black college males, but there should be a relationship between professors and Black
college males that is evident of support in and outside the classroom for Black college male
students to be more successful. JM shared:
Professors should be somebody that we could see as not intimidating and when you think
of the super unapproachable guy that’s just gonna fail you and tear up your paper…But if
it’s somebody that you connected with and you end up having a class with them and
you’re looking down the lecture hall at somebody that I know on a first name basis that I
could stop by his office and we could have lunch and not only talk about what’s going on
in class but let’s talk about what’s going on in life. And conversations about the Black
family back home.
SA echoed:
Class sizes and getting to know my professors were my biggest obstacles. I think it
depends on the type of teacher though. Some teacher’s main focus is to really help you.
Other’s it’s just to get the job done. I feel like, if they care about you, they will come out
and tell you “You’re falling behind.” Otherwise, it’s up to you as a student if you really
want to achieve you have to take the extra step and go talk to the instructor. It all depends
on the teacher. Or the situation.
Some participants expressed getting to know professors was an obstacle, but the
responsibility of doing well in class was up to the student. They did not suggest that if the
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professor did not go out of their way to get to know each student then all would be lost. Rather if
the student did not put in the time to get to know the teacher or the understand the class material,
the student would be the one at fault. Not all participants felt this way and several expressed that
college professors were more hands-off than teachers in high school. The hands-on approach
had helped Black male students know that the teacher was invested in them, which would lead to
them doing well in class. RD expressed:
For me, it was always- I was an athlete. My teachers (high school), they hound your back
to make sure that you’re good so you can go to college because it makes the school look
better. I don’t think there was one teacher that didn’t come up to me, “You got this done?
Is this done? Do you need help with this?” They always had my back. I wasn’t a kid that
didn’t pay attention in school or anything. I got my work done. I did it by my own hands.
They always made sure I was good though.
There was one African-American male professor who attended M.A.L.E. regularly, but
he did not teach a subject area that many of the participants majored in and so the vast majority
never took his class. Yet, his perspectives in the meetings about how to get to know professors
helped participants feel more comfortable about approaching professors. Participants who were
part of S.T.A.R.S. shared they were able to get to know their professors during the five-week
program in a more intimate way than other participants who were not part of S.T.A.R.S.
KE was not part of S.T.A.R.S, but he had a positive relationship with one of his
professors that inspired him to remain at the University during a difficult time. He shared:
I think that when I got shot, the school reacted pretty well. They got notified because
otherwise, how would they have known? Because I got shot back home. One of my
teachers is my friend on Facebook. My mom posted about it and tagged me, so she
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(teacher) saw it and she reached out to me, I don’t know what it’s called, a
department…but yeah – they (department) dedicated to student help or something like
that. They helped me out and excused me for a week of classes, stuff like that. I said
that’s all I really need before I can come back. [ ] I had a good relationship with that
teacher because I took the class. And they are someone I look up to. The teachers here
push you, they encourage you and stuff like that is what made me want to stay at this
university.
Most participants had good things to say about their interactions with faculty and those
who did not share a whole lot indicated that it was the responsibility of the student to seek out
the professor if they needed additional help. One participant in particular did not have a good
relationship with one his professors, which ultimately led to him deciding to leave the university.
CA shared:
I had a journalism teacher who literally… This was two weeks in advance. I told her two
weeks in advance, I’m gonna have to go to North Carolina because my grandmother is ill.
And she couldn’t give me my exam early. I ended up getting a D in that class. Because
it’s one of those classes where every exam matters. So, my GPA dropped and never got
high enough for me to qualify for all of my financial aid and without that I couldn’t
maintain. Then I lost the passion for school and had so much stuff going on in my life.
And so, I started applying for jobs and eventually dropped out of school to work.
Relationships with professors were of utmost importance to participants, but many of the
participants did not have prior experience on how to approach professors for extra help or even
how to develop great student-teacher relationships. Those participants who had a jump start on
how to establish relationships with faculty were part of the bridge program, Academic
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S.T.A.R.S. The S.T.A.R.S. program was another support Black male students were able to
receive outside of the M.A.L.E. initiative. Four of the 10 student participants received an
invitation during their senior year in high school to apply for S.T.A.R.S. JD shared he received
an invitation from the Black Culture Center to attend a five-week bridge program prior to the
start of school. JM explained:
But, one thing that helped convince my parents of me going here was the S.T.A.R.S.
program and that was a program where you come, let’s see, early June and you stay until
the end of July and it really just honing in on teaching you what life is gonna be like as a
black student at PWI [] And that program really helped me gain a lot of friends helped
me ease into my first couple of weeks. I met my roommate, who I’m still roommates with
the guy now, we’re pretty good friends. Lifelong friends, I would say.
ER shared:
I was extremely lucky my first semester because of the S.T.A.R.S. Program prior to my
first semester. The S.T.A.R.S. Program was that five-week program basically offering a
three- course credit on African-American history, and also taking you into a deeper
mindset of African history, and African-American history in the diaspora. It just was an
overall knowledge and sense of African-American self-worth and then through that
program, I found a small group of friends that we all went through that, which also made
us closer. That’s why I say it was extremely lucky because I wish I had a Stars Program
leaving college, going into the real world. Having that program and introducing me to a
set group of friends before college, I definitely had a leg up of social life, of academic
and it definitely started me on the right foot being a black student at WVU.
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This idea of having a “leg up” or a jump start is what participants echoed throughout this
study. Most participants felt academically and socially behind their white peers and had to work
harder to catch up. But, those who were part of S.T.A.R.S. felt better prepared for their first year
in college than those participants who were not part of the program. CW expressed:
I received an email (about S.T.A.R.S) and I was asked to complete ... I think it was an
application and I applied to it. They said the way to find out about S.T.A.R.S. is if you
basically mark you’re African American you automatically get added to their email blast,
so you get everything that comes from them.
The Black Culture Center had an email list serve of African-American students who were
admitted to the university. They used this list to narrow down students to reach out to who had a
minimum of a 2.75 high school GPA. For this reason, CW believed that students who were part
of S.T.A.R.S. were more focused and driven than other African-American males on campus.
CW further explained: “Everybody that came to S.T.A.R.S. was pretty much driven. I
personally say that because this is a time like ... the way S.T.A.R.S. is set up you have to forget
about five weeks of your summer hanging with friends back home before you go to college so
it’s either, you’re gonna make that decision to focus on your future or just try to have fun. I know
most people would have chose to stay home and have fun. Not me, I was determined.”
When I probed all participants why they were not part of S.T.A.R.S., several shared they
had never received an invitation and the only way they heard about it was after they arrived on
campus. By that time the S.T.A.R.S. program was already complete. ER explained that over
450 African-American males attend the University, roughly 15–20 are part of the S.T.A.R.S
program each year. CA expressed: “Everyone doesn’t do the S.T.A.R.S. program, everyone
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wasn’t able to do that. So for people that transferred like me, being part of M.A.L.E…that’s a big
deal.”
These discoveries suggest that retention programs should be very sensitive to the
backgrounds African-American students came from. They have to pay a special attention to the
first generation to go to college because they have to overcome additional challenges due to the
lack of motivation and the lack of role models. In addition, some of the participants shared they
first heard about the M.A.L.E. Initiative through the Black Culture Center and other participants
did not mention the Black Culture Center. It is clear there is a disconnect between the Diversity
Office and the Black Culture Center. While the S.T.A.R.S. program does not come under the
Diversity Office, GA expressed his thoughts about the program:
But the challenge I think with the S.T.A.R.S. program is that there’s so few people
involved in it. You might have 25 students or so that are invested in pretty heavily but as
the institution continues to grow with 1,200, 1,400 African-American students which
means that you probably had a least 350 African American male students, new students
coming in from an African American background that there was not really any designated
designed program for them. So it became a thing that those who have the great
opportunity to get in that, receive services, but we really didn’t have a way to offer those
services to a large group.
If both departments work to aid Black college males in retention, it is not clear that there
is a partnership, but rather each department seems to work in a silo. The participants who were
part of Academic S.T.A.R.S and the M.A.L.E initiative expressed they felt a deeper sense of
belonging on campus and were more likely to join student clubs and organizations, hold student
leadership positions on campus, build relationships with faculty and develop a community of
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friends prior to the start of school. The Diversity Office and the Black Culture Center are not
connecting with a large number of African-American male students. However, the ones they
have reached have expressed the initiative being beneficial. And at the same time, there is a
shared recognition that the program is far from ideal, and more work needs to be done. This is
discussed below.
Alongside M.A.L.E. and S.T.A.R.S., some of the participants participated in additional
programs that proved to help them connect more to the University and increased their likelihood
of remaining on campus. JD shared:
So, freshman year, I was appointed co-president of NAACP. Sophomore year, I became
an RA, a diversity ambassador, and still held a position with the NAACP, so I became
president that year. Junior year, I became a university ambassador, so, dealing with social
media, dealing with the brand, dealing with recruitment. I became an executive within
SGA, sat on the student conduct board for the university. And then my senior year, I
became a student senator for SGA, still held all the ambassador positions, our university
ambassador, diversity ambassador. Was still an RA for three years, so from sophomore to
senior year. I think that’s it. I was probably on some additional committees and stuff.
CW echoed:
A few leadership positions I’ve served here. I’m personally gonna say that I’ve learned
myself here, who I am, the type of person I am here. I also pledged Kappa Alpha Psi,
Fraternity (Black Greek Letter Organization) which has allowed me to be supported from
Black male students my age and older. [] I was involved in intramurals since I did not
end up playing football for the school.
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ER’s involvement on campus was vast and is similar to the shared experiences of many
of the other participants who were part of M.A.L.E. and S.T.A.R.S. ER shared:
I was president, secretary, and treasurer of the Pi Mu Chapter Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity
Incorporated (Black Greek Letter Organization). I was also a Student Diversity
Ambassador for the Diversity Office. I was also a student worker for the Black Culture
Center. I was also a student leader for the ... what is it called? Society for Human
Resources Management. What else? I know I was involved in a couple more other things.
I was a Student Mentor for the Academic Stars Program, and also the Male Initiative
Program. Let’s see. What else did I do? Senior year I applied for, ran, and ultimately won
Mr. Mountaineer. That was a major, if not the most major accomplishment, and arguably
one of the greatest accomplishments of my entire life. I was also nominated for Student
Leader of the Year Award through NAACP Image Awards, then obviously graduation.
Only two participants who were not part of S.T.A.R.S. joined Black Greek Letter
Organizations and other served in leadership positions on campus. The majority of participants
who were heavily involved in initiatives outside of M.A.L.E. were also part of S.T.A.R.S.
Participant involvement in both initiatives seems to be a trend for student involvement on
campus, persistence, and graduation completion. CT is a recent graduate and was actively
involved in M.A.L.E., his fraternity, and president of a student organization within his content
area. CT mentioned:
I knew about Greek life before coming to college and I knew I wanted to join a black
fraternity in college. I knew about it a little bit about it. I had my uncle’s ... I had an
uncle that’s an Alpha. My aunts are Delta’s and AKA. So, I knew a little bit about it. So
when I got on campus I just started noticing the buzz on the campus and just the way they
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dressed. They use to wear a suit and looking sharp on campus. Then they start putting on
step competitions and party walk competitions. “Oh, man. That’s” They’re about the
Greek Life, but they also have juice on campus. They got clout. That really sparked my
interest. Then when I found other people that were interested as well, I started to bond
and connect with them. That really helped push my interest for the fraternity and
involvement in other leadership positions on campus.
While CT is the only participant in this study who graduated and was not part of
S.T.A.R.S., his active involvement in M.A.L.E. and his fraternity ignited the passion to become
more involved in student leadership positions on campus. The other graduate, ER, was part of
M.A.L.E. and S.T.A.R.S. and he became the first African American to win the Mr. Mountaineer
award—an award given to the most exemplary senior on campus.
The experiences outside the initiative reinforce the need for targeted support programs for
African-American males on campus. M.A.L.E. is a great resource and a program that Black
college males need. However, other support programs on campus are imperative to increase the
likelihood that Black college males return year to year, ultimately leading to graduation.
Heretofore, the researcher has discussed the findings related to the purpose and processes of the
retention initiative. In the next section, the final category (effectiveness) is discussed.
Group three (effectiveness): Organization.
Sense of family/community. Sense of Family/Community was a sub-theme out of the
organization of the initiative. Participants were asked to describe their perceptions of the
effectiveness of the program. Participants shared that the retention program was a home away
from home. There was a sense of familial belonging and participants relied on the community
built within the initiative. Most participants expressed looking forward to coming to the monthly
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empowerment sessions, yet, those same participants equally expressed the initiative did not meet
often enough. For example, CA referenced the program as “great for us, but we need to meet
more [] we are all we have on this campus, so we should be around each other more.”
EW stated:
When I moved here, I moved here to go to grad school, as well as to be a graduate
assistant in the integrated marketing communications program. I knew absolutely no one.
Although I was nervous about that, I was just hopeful that I would come across either
someone, something, or some program that will build a community for myself and help
me, I won’t say assimilate, but help me kind of immerse myself in the area. You know,
build a community that it’s actually being somebody who is totally new, and a total
outsider, who had never heard of this state, let alone set foot in the state.
EW is the only graduate student participant who enrolled in MAC University having
already attended and graduated from an HBCU. His experience about the M.A.L.E. initiative
was important because he was familiar with support programs for Black college males and he
was able to provide a perspective none of the other participants shared. SA presented:
It’s very supportive when you can have someone of your own race who’s been through it
and then can just come back and give you words of wisdom and just keep pushing. That
right there is the push and support I need and the reason why I feel connected to this
initiative – we are a family.
CA noted: “It just was like family and we developed that here. Our school is known for football
and the athletes are looked at as being a family, but it’s not just athletes. We are a family too.”
CT suggested:
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The black community in the dorms was really what first connected me [] even if we were
all in the same crew in a sense, we all was cool. We didn’t have no problem with each
other. We would all go out and party together. We looked out for each other. A nice black
circle within the university. I’m not saying that we were trying to distance ourselves from
each other. You just connect with people that look like you. And that is also what I found
in the M.A.L.E. initiative. We are family.
The sense of family or community was apparent and while the mission of the retention
initiative does not suggest students creating a tight knit group, it is important to consider. Other
than t-shirts, participants of this initiative do not have paraphernalia like Black Greek fraternities
and this idea of having some may help the program stand apart and provide more visibility.
Graduate and undergraduate students alike are looking for a support system—a “family” who
they can connect with. CA talked about how members of this initiative should be looked at as
being a “family” much like the college football team. He shared that the initiative meeting more
often and doing non-academic related things would help to increase the visibility of the program
and encourage other Black college males to be part of the program. He goes on to explain:
“Becoming part of M.A.L.E. was like a team. We’re like a team. We had shirts that had
M.A.L.E. Subconsciously, we would even sit in one section of the student union with our shirts
on.”
Participants shared that being a “family” was a great reason for many of them to feel
comfortable at the University, which inspired reasons for them to stay. The feeling of “family”
was important to their success. However, participants discussed ways in which the family would
be a tighter and more effective unit. As the researcher, I asked participants to design a retention
initiative for Black college males and be sure to include everything that you would do different
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from the current initiative. Participants provided great feedback and the results are in the next
section.
Ways to Improve the Program
Both students and administrators recognized that the existing retention program is work
in progress. For example, DG referenced creating and managing the program as “building the
plane as we flew it.” He admits that the organizers “just scratched the surface - this initiative was
a test model.” The program went through a series of transitions, including a change in
management. All of these changes affected the program. Both students and administrators had a
series of suggestions on how to improve it.
Administrators talked about how to incorporate the program into institutional fabric
better and how to provide a more effectively organized structure. Specifically, MA said: “This
new program was built into the fabric of the institution rather than from one single office.” MA
also noted that the university “need[s] a staff person (WVU) who is responsible for Black Male
Initiative and Black Woman Initiative (work more closely with students in a support capacity),”
and that the program needs “more $$$.” DG agreed that “funding streams were low.”
He also noted that he “went into it to provide some resources and look back after the first
few years (believes it takes 4–6 years to completely measure), [but] the institution did not pour a
lot of money to do certain things.” DG admitted that this try “felt like more of a test case and [he
planned] go back and show the institution the need.” He also said that “you needed statistics on
your side to show the institution the need, [and the] overall hope was having a strong cohort do
the analysis and come back for specific funding.”
The Initiative went through a series of changes during the last several years. DG detailed
some of them:
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When program started he had a coordinator working on program 100%, but then the
coordinator went back to work on his Ph.D., and the momentum shifted. Good programs
take 5–7 years to get acculturated in the institution, continuity is very important.
This lack of thought through organization was recognized by most students. Even though
they did not know about the full story behind it, they repeatedly commented that better
organization will significantly improve the effectiveness of the program.
JD stated:
The consistency from the initiative and the community is not there. We meet once per
month and then wait to gain more people at the next meeting 30 days from the last. The
bridge building of support is lacking and doesn’t truly take advantage of the full
opportunity to truly support men of color on campus.
SA noted:
[There is a]] lack of awareness about the initiative. Some people either just don’t know
about it or they don’t care until they actually attend an event. Some people don’t care to
really better themselves and see what we have to say. They don’t care about the power
we can have if we stick together.
Several participants talked about how many Black college males do not know the
program exists and those who do know the program exists do not want to attend the monthly
meetings because they assume it has a strict academic focus, which is not what they are looking
for. But addressing the awareness of the initiative and the need to let more Black college males
know about the opportunity is something most of the participants discussed. SA commented:
When I first got here, the Resident Assistant, Gary worked in my dormitory. As soon as I
hopped out the car he handed me a M.A.L.E. flyer - boom. Just like that. [ ] So I would
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just set up a booth and have some people come. Maybe we can do something similar, like
an early move in day for black men, or early move in day for students of color, something
like that. Maybe a week, maybe a few days. Just to get them into the fold and maybe they
get some type of perk for coming early. Or they complete this week- long thing they get a
certification. I don’t know.
The idea of inviting Black college males to campus before school starts was echoed by
other participants. Many felt if Black males had a chance to come to campus before school
started they would have an opportunity to meet faculty, learn where their classrooms were,
register for classes, and meet other Black college males. SA further elaborated:
I think the approach has to be a little more attractive [], we have to, at the end of the day,
stay true to the male beliefs but virtue off. Essentially, even something like a barbecue,
having a male initiative barbecue for all black students. Come and hang out, we could
talk, we still have the same sessions that we need to but come grab something to eat.
Grab a bite, something to eat.
CA suggested:
I would probably make [recruitment a] part of the orientation classes. I would try to get a
pipeline going so that students of color have an option besides the S.T.A.R.S. program.
This way students that didn’t excel in High School are afforded the opportunity to learn
skills and are rewarded for being a minority pursuing a degree.
The S.T.A.R.S. program is only for those students who have a 2.75 high school GPA and
write an essay and collect letters of recommendation. Several participants agreed with CA and
echoed the need for a program to exist where all Black college males were admitted to it. They
shared the program needed to be mandatory instead of self-selected. KE proposed:
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This needs to be somebody’s main project. It’s no one’s main project. I don’t mean to
take it that deep, this is no one’s baby. It was [MA’s] baby. He took care of it as such.
Somebody has to view M.A.L.E. as a full- time job!
The initiative is not a full-time program. In other words, one individual does not spend
all of their work schedule on activities for M.A.L.E. Both administrators agreed that the
initiative requires a person to work on the initiative full time. Student participants were not privy
to these thoughts from the administrators, but they all agreed that the program should be run like
a full-time job. In addition to how the program is fun, a few of the participants discussed there
were no measurement tools to show how successful the program is. The number of active
students is not recorded anywhere and the number of students who successfully graduated from
the university serving as an active member of M.A.L.E. was not recorded either.
EW noted that “no measurement tool of how the program is successful.” MA explained
how the initiative was an enormous undertaking and he did not receive the proper personnel nor
budget to successfully run it. MA shared:
No, I didn’t really get any help with the program. I think if I can remember back then, I
think what I used at the time was just an excel sheet to keep track of the students that
participated from semester to semester. A few would fall off due to graduation, then they
would be removed, they would be taken off the list if they graduated. There were a
couple students each semester that we would lose, but it was just a few, maybe just a
handful, and that was only due to a class restriction or a job restriction that hindered them
from being able to attend the empowerment sessions on Monday nights.
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There was not a clear system of who was leaving and who was joining. MA mentioned
that a couple of students here and a handful of students at other times, but there are no records of
the exact reasons students left the program. MA continued:
That was an area, and I think even moving into the new initiative that I had always
wanted to do better at, was some of the tracking beyond my excel sheets. But I think
given the enormous amount of responsibility I had with other programs in addition to that
made it a little bit difficult for me to be able to give that area that kind of attention.
MA shared how he was spread thin between this initiative and the other responsibilities
he had for his job. It became overwhelming and he knew the initiative needed more attention,
but he did not know how to go about it with limited budget and personnel who volunteered. MA
expressed:
Not many places that I know of have someone that is hired specifically for the purposes
of running a male retention program or an African American male initiative. I do think
that it is needed to have someone, a staff person, even a program coordinator role or
capacity, who could be responsible for something like that of a black male initiative to
work more closely with those individuals in a support capacity by meeting with them on
a more consistent basis, to have sort of academic meetings, academic check meetings to
talk about some of the specifics going on with their lives, with their worlds.
Participants agreed that more awareness about the program was needed as well as the
administration spending more time developing the program. There was too much turnover and
the program fell through the cracks at times because it was too enormous of a responsibility for
one individual who could not focus solely on the program. Aside from more Black college
males becoming aware of the program, student participants had other suggestions on how the
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initiative can address specific needs that African-American males have during their college years
as well as teach them life-long skills.
Some participants thought that the program did not address most issues raised by
participants and some students thought that the topics received enough attention. But generally,
students felt that there is a wide range of personal, emotional, and everyday problems that the
initiative could address through individual mentorship and more personal relations with black
faculty, staff, and more advanced students of the university. Many of them suggested to put more
emphases on their long-term goals and life-long skills, rather exclusively focusing on college
years. They believed that this would provide a better motivation and help to form the “right”
mind set. Individual mentorship and availability of role models could be especially effective in
that. For instance, CA suggested that the initiative needs to find the way to “discuss personal
issues,” which can be done through “personal relationships with black faculty and staff (because
most faculty students have are white).” He also felt that it is important to teach AfricanAmerican males to “serve as a leader.”
CA also felt that the program has to “offer more emotional support. [It is [ too
academically structured. [That] retention is an issue but there is a need for emotional support.
[For instance,] had a friend Brian transfer back to Morgan because he didn’t “feel” loved by the
school.” CT suggested that initiative needs to give more “tips on how to be a successful
student,” and also provide additional “opportunities of professional development, [prepare for]
job interviews, [and help to] formal dress (dress for success).”
ER agreed that “entering into the real world coming from college revealed a lot of ah ha
moments. He also felt that it is important for the initiative to provide leadership opportunities to
black students. “M.A.L.E. initiative always looked at him as a role model so he carried that with
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him to his career.” He felt that even more emphasis needs to be placed on other Black college
male to serve as leaders. In addition, ER felt M.A.L.E. did not put enough emphasis on real life
skills: “what are the things black men do not know” (politics, finances, taxes), things that aren’t
taught at home or in the classroom, [including] respect of womanhood (how do you date, find a
wife, what is your idea of a family, how do you get there).”
Similarly, EW thought that the program needs to help the students to answer broader and
longer term questions of “what does development of Black Male look like? How do we help
participants achieve personal goals?” He believed that this could be done through “more active
engagements from all institutional leaders.” Among specifically suggested topics were
“navigating difficult conversations, professional development, and business acumen.”
JD agreed that the program needs to put more focus on “helping [students] develop
holistically.” He felt that Black men define themselves by the media or by how the white
population views them. The initiative needs to have a component that helps Black men know
who they are and what great things they are capable of achieving. RD professed that many Black
men shy away from conversations and support that could benefit them. RD shared: “Mental
health services and education on sexual orientation are things Black men do not participate in
because our black communities teach us that we do not need counseling or that Black men are
heterosexuals.”
Black men are not a monolithic group. There are vast differences among Black men,
reflected in their diverse professions, religious and political views, and sexual orientations. If
Black college males are not careful it is easy to subscribe to the stereotypes of Black men as
opposed to being true to self. Participants acknowledged that M.A.L.E. should be a place where
Black men from all backgrounds should be able to come and intermingle without questioning

BLACK MALE STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF RETENTION INITIATIVES

133

why they are the way they are. The safety in being comfortable with who each other must first
be established in mentorship groups that meet outside of the monthly meetings. Some
participants expressed the importance of a more robust mentor program that helps Black college
males in every facet of their lives. JM felt the “Initiative can do more to mentor, [including]
mentorship opportunities.” He also said: “Mentors have to reach out to students more. Mentors
[have to] meet with students between the monthly sessions. [They should have] heavy presence
during new student orientation, before school starts [and on the] first day of school.”
KE and other participants echoed the claim that more mentorship is needed. He stated
that the initiative needs to “carefully select a system where mentors are invested, don’t just put
people in place because of their title.” He continued, “Get old students who left back involved. [
] Groom students to be leaders on campus, [so] University [can go] to these students for
speaking, programs.” JD suggested:
Establish mentorship from the beginning. Use the participants as mentors and use the
professional staff as mentors as well. The key component on M.A.L.E. is to provide
support. That is the mentorship component that needs to be emphasized and provided
when freshmen students come to campus and throughout their time on campus. With, the
network on campus of black people wanting to succeed we should not, should not, be
losing so many black students per semester, or per year.
Both first-generation student participants and those who came from a family with parents
with a college degree, agreed that individual mentorship and a focus on life-long development
would significantly improve effectiveness of the program.
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Difference of Opinion: Students and Administrators
Student participants and administrators agreed the M.A.L.E. initiative was a program
designed to help Black male students navigate their new college terrain as well as introduce
students to campus resources that would aid in their success. Albeit, while many of the
participants expressed the need for the initiative, some of their experiences were different from
how the administrators perceived the program and participant involvement. In this section the
researcher discusses student and student differences, student and administrator differences and
finally the differences between administrator and administrator.
Student and student differences. Each of the students discussed how impactful the
program has been for the college experience. They mentioned the initiative serves as a pinnacle
component to their academic success and retention. However, some of the student participants
perceived the effectiveness of the program differently, although everyone was glad to remain
part of the initiative. EW shared:
There is not a measurement tool to show how successful the program is. It feels good to
be part of the group, but what exactly is the goal related to retention and graduation
completion. Black men across the country have low retention and graduation numbers, so
how does this initiative show how well it is working. Because of some of the things are
not working it is smart to pivot and try something else that works. Another thing that
doesn’t seem to be working is student follow-up. Each month we get new students who
attend the monthly meetings, but then I never see them again. Did they not like it or did
we drop the ball in not reaching out to them again?
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Other student participants never mentioned the assessment of the program. When the researcher
probed them about the number of students who participate in the program, some reported it was a
good or consistent number. ER felt:
M.A.L.E. had the most Black men I ever saw in the same space at one time on campus.
Each month we attracted a really good number of students and faculty. Roughly, about
25-30 students and 5-10 staff came out each month. We were a real tight group and we
spent time with one another outside of the monthly meetings. Had it not been for
M.A.L.E. and S.T.A.R.S. I would not have thought about entering a master’s program
following graduation. I owe so much to those programs and I would not change much
about them.
Many student participants expressed the need to increase the number of student participants
while a small few felt the number was small enough to get to know everyone on a personal level.
Those students who participated all felt compelled to be part of the program, however, this study
also highlights differences in student and administrator perceptions of the initiative.
Student and Administrator Differences
CA is the only student participant who transferred to another institution. He left the
semester before this research study began, but he was part of the M.A.L.E. initiative since the
program started and he remained an active participant through his junior year. CA initially
thought the concept of the M.A.L.E. initiative was different than how the administrators
described it:
The concept of M.A.L.E. seemed corny at first because I saw this same program at my
previous school [HBCU]. M.A.L.E. was run like a group meeting instead of student
organization or student club. At my last school we met more regularly on campus and
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other Black men on campus wanted to be part of our group because we were different.
We were popular kids on campus, athletes, scholars and everyone in between. Everyone
on campus knew about us, but here no one really knows about us.
KE also noted the initiative did not catch the attention of those who needed it the most:
Black students were not completely hooked to M.A.L.E. because we did not meet often
enough. Once a month is not enough time for students to be hooked. We saw the same
15-20 faces every month. M.A.L.E. needs to be something students are excited to go to
and not just focus so much on getting everyone together to just sit and talk about who is
struggling in what class or things like that. At times it felt like a TED talk series instead
of a club or organization. M.A.L.E. was extremely helpful for me to find my way around
campus. I ended up joining a Black fraternity to get that brotherhood feel.
The Director of M.A.L.E., MA, thought the initiative was well advertised and attended:
The M.A.L.E. initiative is a University sponsored initiative. The President has endorsed
the program on several occasions and periodically he comes to our monthly
empowerment sessions. To gain the attention of men of color on campus, we set up
information tables during welcome week, host a student diversity mixer and partner with
the campus partners throughout the year. The entire University knows about our program
and we have had great support. As far as participation, we have a good number of
regular attendees each month.
Many of the student participants felt the initiative was good for their student morale and
connection to the University, they did not feel the initiative had a broad reach. Several student
participants suggested the initiative did not meet often enough, but the director of the program
felt the monthly empowerment meetings were organized and structured enough to capture the
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needs of the attendees. In addition, student participants felt more Black students should be part
of the program, but the design of the program was not enticing enough to draw and sustain
students who were not already part of the initiative. While the initiative supported those
participants who attended regularly, students and the administrator differed regarding the
effectiveness or the reach of the actually program. Contradictorily, the VP of the Diversity
Office, DG, pointed out that Black student applications increased by 99% in 2016 – the largest
and most diverse class the University had received. DG shared:
Being able to list the increase in Black student applicants on the school website made the
University an acceptable place to apply. Many students do their research and if they do
not see support systems on school websites they will end up applying elsewhere. The
fact there was an initiative [M.A.L.E.] in place may be reason why some students applied
to the school. We do not know those exact numbers, but I strongly feel initiatives like
M.A.L.E. is why many applicants are interested in the University.
Albeit, there was an increase in Black student applicants to the University, but according to
student participants M.A.L.E was isolated and did not draw many of the Black male students
who attended the University. Many of the student participants felt the University did not do a
good job of extending the reach of the program to the entire campus. However, the
administrators felt the University strongly supported the program and the influx of Black
applicants was partly due to the initiative. This is an example of student participants and
administration interpreting the scope and reach of the program as limited versus generous. Other
examples of where student participants and administration perceived the initiative differently
include: structure of program is too academic, not mandatory for incoming freshmen, lack of
organizational structure, institution is less diverse than advertised, animosity between the
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M.A.L.E. and S.T.A.R.S. program, etc. Moreover, student participants and administration were
not the only vested shareholders who disagreed on the nuances of the program.
Administrator and administrator differences. The administrators of the program also
disagreed on certain aspects of the program and how it should be run. In the following section, I
describe some of the administrators differing thoughts on the program.
DG suggested the M.A.L.E. initiative was not designed solely for Black male students:
The initiative was for underrepresented students at the University. It so happens the
majority of the initiative is made up of Black students. There is a great number of
minority and underrepresented male students at the University and this initiative was
designed to support these students because historically they receive the least amount of
support on college campuses. As the University’s first chief diversity officer, I was
tasked to create an infrastructure for disability, affirmative action and diversity initiatives.
I hired the director of the initiative to implement a program to support students of color
and he ended up leaving prematurely to pursue another graduate degree. We lost him in
the middle of strengthening our initiative and designing measuring tools to define the
program’s success.
DG referenced the need to cater to all underrepresented students, however, MA created the
M.A.L.E. initiative with Black male students in mind. He recognized the low retention and
graduation rates of Black male students across the nation and had experience being part of a
Black male initiative at another institution. His hope to create an initiative for Black males were
met with challenges from his supervisor.
GA was gracious to bring me on board from a previous position at the institution. In my
former role I created an initiative for Black male students and in my new position I
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encouraged GA to allow me to continue as long as I created a new name for the initiative.
I was part of a male initiative program for Black students at a previous institution and my
involvement in my black Greek letter fraternity helped me develop a program that would
focus on the achievement of Black male students. When I joined GA’s office he asked
me to focus on underrepresented students and students of color. Because I had already
built the program (before changing the name) the same students who were with me
helped me continue running it. So, the vision GA had for the program was slightly
different than the program I had in mind. Research shows that graduation and persistence
rates of Black students is not even close to their White peers, so I knew that was the
population we had to start with.
Not only did the administrators not completely agree on the nature of the program, but there was
also differing views on how the program should be run. MA shared:
M.A.L.E. is a support system for students and helps connect them to institutional
programs and organizations that help to increase retention and graduation completion.
Research shows that Black students need to develop personal, social, leadership, and
cultural capital in order to be successful on college campuses. My aim was to also help
students with racial identity development and provide ample opportunities for students to
connect with Black faculty, staff and campus partners. This approach would provide
Black students with a wholistic view of what success looks like from their own
community. My hope was to provide more apparel for students to wear. I was thinking
ties, blazers, polos, and lapel pins. This would make students feel part of something
larger than a few monthly meetings. In addition, I wanted to create a reading literacy
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program that pertained to student culture. Lastly, internships and etiquette seminars
would be important for male development.
DG thought the initiative would be better served if there was less focus on the social aspects and
more focus on the academic infrastructure. He shared:
The initiative did not focus enough on the social aspect, but instead a lot of social
activities surrounded the initiative. I did not hear any conversations about student GPAs
or the number of students who had to withdraw or defer a semester. Academically,
underrepresented students do not do as well as their peers, so it is important to create a
stronger academic support system. I would have liked to see a classroom environment
where you helped students develop stronger math and writing skills based on cultural
defunct. In addition, I wanted to see academic departments (schools) on campus
collaborate with our office and provide extra academic support for underrepresented
students. This program should be mandatory for incoming freshmen and DG felt the
students should self-select for the program. However, I think students need to have some
sort of investment and the current model does not have students give anything up
[investment] so I think there is a lack of participation because students are not selfmotivated and have not made any personal investment.
Both administrators recognized the need for the program, but it seems that how the program
should be implemented differs. This ambivalence could also lead to any ambiguity about the
program from both the macro and micro level. Students also shared differences about the
effectiveness of the program and that may have come from the differences between both
administrators.
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The researcher also employed document analysis to provide more context around student
and administration perceptions of the retention initiative. Document analysis requires the
researcher to look at data from different angles to appreciate the holistic issue from all
perspectives. Review and summation of qualitative inquiry is certainly imperative when it comes
to understanding the lived experiences of an individual. The following section outlines the
document analysis and interpretation of information collected for this research study. The
general process of document analysis for qualitative studies involves five steps summarized by
Creswell (2012): Organizing and preparing the raw data (i.e. transcripts, notes, images, etc.) for
analysis, reviewing the data to develop general ideas, overall meaning, and making sure the
information given has depth and credibility intact, coding the data by labeling with key words
and phrases to categorize the data, generating descriptions of the setting and people involved,
then finally making interpretations of what those descriptions mean.
Document analysis. Interestingly, word count analysis of the documents used by the
Initiative revealed that a list of 20 most used words included students, initiative, male, black,
college, school, support, empowerment, academic, campus, university (see Table 2 and Figure
2). It did not include words such as mentorship, networking, family, community, sense of
belonging, connecting, safe environment, motivation, and long-term goals. This may reflect
inconsistency between intuitive understanding that became apparent from interviews with both
administrators and student participants, as well as from a focus group, that in its current state the
initiative primarily attempts to address the common obstacle of African American Males of
being “odd men on campus.” That is, probably, why student participants believed that
advertisement and recruitment is not done effectively by the Initiative (i.e., stated focus did not
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match the actual focus). Data suggest that the program was planned and promoted more as
another academic program, which may limit its ability to reach the targeted audience.
Finally, the apparent disconnect between the language used in the planning documents
and the perceived goals and main activities of the Initiative also may reflects that the important
needs that student participants articulated are not in the focus of the current Initiative. For
instance, commonly stated need for individual mentorship and help with long-term planning,
motivation, and life-long skills development are not among the 20 most used words.
Conclusion
The primary purpose of this qualitative single case study design was to explore and
analyze Black college male perceptions of a retention initiative designed to increase Black
college male retention.
More specifically, it focused on the following three questions:
1. How does the initiative in place help to retain Black college male students attending a
land-grant PWI located in the Appalachian region?
2.

How do Black college male students perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness
of a retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?

3.

How do college administrators perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a
retention initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?
The results of the analysis suggest that the existing program is a project in process, a test-

run, that appears to address the most visible issue of African Americans of being “odd men on
campus” through creating a safe place to network with other black students, faculty members,
and administrators. Being able to connect to members of the university community appears to
help with retention of black students. However, no objective measure of the program success has
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been developed yet. Thus, it is difficult to claim the program to be successful. Additionally, the
apparent lack of objective evidence of success prevents the program administrators from
applying for more support from the institutional.
African-American students who participated in the program did recognize the lack of
structure and organization of the program but believed that it provides “a safe place” for them to
interact and connect and provided a “family” away from home. They suggested that the program
puts more focus on long-term goals and personal development, life-long skills, and a general
drive to succeed rather than on short term college-related problems. They generally agreed that
this should be done though well-structured individual mentorship from black faculty members
and more advanced black students who participated in the program for several years. They felt
that it is very important to provide members of the initiative with leadership opportunities, as it is
one of the most important life-long skills that often lacks among African-American students.
College administrators perceived the program at this point as a test run. Originally, they
aimed to address the achievement of men of color comprehensively: academically,
professionally, socially, culturally, and personally. For now, they saw it as a support system for
students and a way to connect them to the broader university community and to various
institutional programs. They recognized the lack of organization and the lack of objective
measures of the program success. This did not allow administrators to improve the program in a
data driven way, and also did not allow them to apply for more comprehensive institutional
support.
Chapter Five will report these themes and sub-themes, conclusions, as well as the
implications of this study for, methodology, theory, and practice.
Table 3
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Twenty Most Commonly-used Words in the Initiative Documents
#

Word

Count Weighted Percentage

1

students

151

1.23%

2

initiative

135

1.10%

3

male

119

0.97%

4

black

117

0.96%

5

like

116

0.95%

6

college

112

0.91%

7

school

98

0.80%

8

student

88

0.72%

9

people

85

0.69%

10

just

70

0.57%

11

support

70

0.56%

12

empowerment

69

0.51%

13

going

62

0.50%

14

interviewer

61

0.47%

15

first

57

0.46%

16

think

56

0.42%

17

academic

52

0.42%

18

campus

52

0.42%

19

program

52

0.42%

20

university

51

0.42%
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Chapter Five
Summary, Limitations, Implications
This study examined the experiences of participants who are active members in a
retention program specifically for African-American college male students. The purpose of the
study was to understand the perceptions of the purpose, process, and effectiveness of the
retention program for African American college men. A review of the literature highlighted a
gap between African-American college male involvement in retention programs and their
perceptions of the retention programs in which they participated. Previous studies have not
accounted for the active role students play in programs that have been designed for them. This
study helps close this gap by listening to the voices of active members of a retention program,
addressing their experiences and promoting their needs in such a manner where programs begin
to petition the lived experiences of students prior to implementing any student initiative.
This study employed a qualitative design to interpret the perceptions of active members
within the retention initiative. There were 10 student participants and two administrative
participants in the study. Student participants’ classification ranged from sophomores to recent
graduates. The researcher decided to recruit two recent graduates to examine if the retention
initiative supported the students in reaching graduation. Document analysis was conducted to
aid in the gathering of themes for the results of the study. Document analysis utilized the word
count analysis to discover the frequently used words by the participants in their university
experience. The themes derived from the study were needs and obstacles, support, and
organization. Two sub-themes were derived from each of the major themes. The theme Needs
and Obstacles had sub-themes: external and internal. Second, the theme Support had subthemes: through the program and outside the program. Finally, the theme Organization had sub-
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themes: sense of family/community and ways to improve the program. These themes
contributed to the participant involvement in the retention initiative. However, the administrator
participants were not made aware of the student participant reactions to the program. The
student and administrator participants answered research question one: “what initiative is in
place to retain Black college male students?” In addition, the student and administrator
participants also shared their perceptions of the purpose, process, and effectiveness of the
retention initiative. The researcher asked both student and administrator participants to answer
research questions one through three to examine the contrasts and similarities of the responses.
Later in this chapter, the researcher will highlight the differences in response to questions one
through three.
The purpose of this chapter is to explain what was found in this study and present a
discussion from the data findings. This chapter shares points of tension and consensus between
the student and administrator participants. Following this, the alignment of findings with the
literature and conceptual framework are explored. Finally, limitations and implications for
practice and future research are addressed, followed by a personal conclusion.
Consensus: Students vs. Administrators
Students and administrators believed the Successful M.A.L.E. Initiative was a program
that served unmet needs of Black college male students. All students acknowledged that they
were not properly prepared for college, and the benefits they received in high school were not
visibly present in college. Some of these benefits included college counseling, caring teachers,
culturally relevant activities, and a climate that was diverse and welcoming. Unfortunately,
according to students and administrators, these benefits were not part of the college culture. This
finding is affirmed by the document analysis. The most commonly used words of the participants

BLACK MALE STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF RETENTION INITIATIVES

148

did not really talk about the benefits or the mentorship system in the university. Rather, the
college culture consisted of microaggressions, lack of diversity, culturally inept faculty, and
racially repressed social activities. Students were aware that Black college males were a
minority in college and acknowledged more Black female students discussed attending college
than Black males. Students stressed the influence of the media and Black athletes and rappers as
reasons why Black males were not considering college and why many Black males dropped out
of college. The administrators of the initiative recognized the perils of Black college male
retention and so they created an initiative that would increase retention and graduation
completion numbers on campus. Moreover, the design of the initiative was based on a program
from a neighboring institution as well as what the administrators believed were factors that
enhanced the Black college male experience. Therefore, the importance or purpose of the
retention initiative was mutually agreed on by students and administrators. Additionally, both
agreed that the process by which the retention initiative was administered was helpful.
Students and administrators believed the monthly empowerment sessions were an
important part of the retention initiative. MA, the creator of the retention initiative, adopted the
once-a-month session from his former institution. He believed that students meeting once each
month was important for continuity and relationship-building and gave the professional mentors
and students enough time to schedule to be at each session. Students shared the consistency in
the monthly sessions was something they looked forward to each month. Because the campus
was so large, students mentioned they would only see many of the active members during
monthly sessions. The lack of mentorship or the infrequent mentorship was also affirmed by the
document analysis. In fact, mentorship did not even appear as one of the most frequently used
words by the participants. In addition, the professional mentors and administrators would also
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only see one another during the monthly empowerment sessions. So, the empowerment sessions
became a space for both Black students and administrators to collaborate and a safe environment
for private and personal discussion. Administrators shared some of the student generated
discussions, which included topics on insensitive faculty, school policy, feelings of being home
sick, and academic rigor. Students professed that the empowerment sessions were the only space
on campus where they could be transparent about their feelings of being a minority attending a
PWI. In addition, students shared that the monthly sessions helped them feel a sense of
community, in place of the other spaces (dormitory, classroom) on campus that made them feel
alienated. While students and administrators agreed that the monthly empowerment sessions
were meaningful, there were other procedural components that they did not agree upon. The
researcher will share some of those areas in the next section. Furthermore, both students and
administrators agreed the initiative was effective in certain measures.
Many students shared that the retention initiative was one of the motivators that kept
them coming back to campus each year. They looked forward to the monthly sessions and the
periodic activities outside of the university. Based on the results of the document analysis, the
students indeed wanted to have sufficient motivators in order to perform well in the university.
Several students referenced taking a trip together to the Black Male Summit in Akron, Ohio.
This was a rare off-campus trip, but the students who attended all mentioned how close-knit the
experience was, and it encouraged many to spend time together outside of the monthly
empowerment sessions. The administrators sponsored the trip to the Black Male Summit for two
consecutive years, but they have not been back since. When the administrators were asked why
they did not continue taking students to the Black Male Summit, DG shared that changing of the
guards led to the trip not being funded. Not only was the initiative effective in encouraging
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students to return back to campus each year, but the initiative also opened doors for students to
take part in other campus activities. ER, CW, JM, CA, CT, EW, and JD all joined a Black
fraternity. Consequently, seven out of 10 student participants joined a Black fraternity after they
were members of M.A.L.E. They credit the retention initiative in helping them find other
student clubs and organizations on campus to join. These students shared that, had M.A.L.E. not
influenced them, they probably would not have learned about or considered joining any student
organizations. JD and ER were exceptional students, and both were part of four or more student
clubs and organizations on campus. Equally, there were parts of the initiative students and
administrators agreed on and areas that were contentious. Some of these areas are discussed in
the next section.
Tension: Students vs. Administrators
Students and administrators agreed M.A.L.E. was the retention initiative in place to help
retain Black college male students (RQ1). However, students mentioned another initiative,
Academic S.T.A.R.S. that was helpful in retaining Black college male students. S.T.A.R.S. is an
initiative open to all Black incoming freshmen students out of the Black Culture Center. Four of
the 10 student participants attended the five-week S.T.A.R.S. program and all participants shared
that this initiative was also in place to help retain Black college male students. Albeit, M.A.L.E.
is specifically for Black college men, but participants expressed they received even more
attention and guidance during S.T.A.R.S. than they did as active members of M.A.L.E. ER
shared that S.T.A.R.S. helped him to feel comfortable approaching faculty during office hours
and introduced him to M.A.L.E. CW acknowledged that those who were part of S.T.A.R.S. were
more focused and driven because they gave up five weeks of their summer to come to campus
and take classes. DG expressed that S.T.A.R.S. was a good concept, but poorly designed and
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managed. Chief Diversity Officer, DG, shared that S.T.A.R.S. only admitted a small percentage
of the Black college male community each year and that M.A.L.E. was open to all Black college
male students. Students who were part of S.T.A.R.S. only had positive things to say about the
program and made mention that S.T.A.R.S. also prepared them to seek out other student clubs
and organizations for social camaraderie and leadership positions. The researcher thought the
only initiative on campus that promoted Black college male retention and graduation completion
was M.A.L.E.. However, students made it clear that S.T.A.R.S. and M.A.L.E. were two
programs doing the same thing but located in different parts of the campus and under separate
management. The emergence of another initiative that supported Black male retention brings to
question why the two programs are working against each other instead of in conjunction. It is
important to merge partnerships between both entities in order to increase program budget, reach
of program, and remove any doubt that one program is better than the other. M.A.L.E. was not
the only initiative on campus to aide Black college males, so it is paramount to examine if there
are differences in the procedural components.
While students and administrators agreed there were procedural components of the
initiative that worked well, they also disagreed on other procedural elements (RQ 2, 3). Students
acknowledged the importance of the monthly empowerment sessions, but many expressed the
initiative does not meet often enough. The researcher probed each student and asked how many
more times they desired to meet. Some responded that they would like to meet weekly, while
others expressed two to three times more each month. There was not a consensus as to how
many more times the initiative should meet, but students expressed meeting more times would
encourage other Black males to join and would help to increase the number of times active
members participated. Students shared they wanted to meet more because they felt isolated in
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their classrooms and public spaces on campus. Meeting more often would give students energy
and motivation to continue going to class and complete assignments without feeling any real
connection to the university. In addition, students expressed that the administrators selected
monthly meeting times that did not benefit all participants. Students understood that the days
and times fit the schedule of the professional mentors and other staff, but students were not asked
what days and times would best fit their schedules. Students felt their opinions about meeting
times and topics of interest were not taken into consideration during the planning times of the
initiative. MA shared he facilitated a retreat before the start of the year to create a plan of action
for the year. The participants in the retreat consisted of professional mentors and peer mentors.
However, the participants did not include student participants of the program. A survey was not
administered to active participants asking what topics of interest or best available days to meet
would be most suitable. The lack of student input about topics and meeting days were not the
only areas students felt left out of the planning of the initiative. Students also felt the monthly
empowerment meetings were too academic.
Students felt like some of the meetings reminded them of being in class and their interest
in the initiative was to be part of a community that allowed them to express themselves as Black
men without feeling like they had to be academically engaged. There was also some tension
between both administrators in regard to the academic component within the initiative. MA
shared, “the academic side, you know, it is for some people, it is a touchy spot and some students
are not performing well academically. However, M.A.L.E. never set out to be solely based on
academics.” Although MA stressed that the initiative was not supposed to focus solely on
academics, many students feel that it is. Due to the low national average of Black men who
persist and graduate from college, if the focus of the initiative is to increase those numbers, it
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may be that the initiative was created in an academic manner. DG agreed that the academic
component was important and suggested the initiative be more academic and less social as well
as mandatory versus self-selected. Students expressed needing more social outlets within the
initiative. Even though both administrators did not agree with each other about the initiative’s
self-selection process, they agreed the initiative needed to serve more students. While the
initiative is active, it is still being planned out and needs more structure. Another point of
contention between students and administrators is how well the program is doing (RQ 2, 3).
The need for the initiative was evident from both students and administrators. However,
students expressed not knowing how well the program was actually doing. EW shared, “I have
not seen, any measurement tools or understanding how we’re measuring the success of the
program. I’m a data guy. I have not seen what the thing is that are identifying success and
failure.” The researcher probed the administrators about the program’s success and DG shared,
“We were building the plane as we flew it. Because we were already up in the air and we needed
to do some things, many times without having a lot of funding.” MA added, “I think that the
way I knew that the initiative was a success at that time was based upon what I saw from the
participants, the students that we worked with, who were moving to the next level.” MA
admitted that he planned to create measuring tools to gauge the program’s success, but he never
felt he had enough time because his job was too demanding and his decision to return back to
graduate school also impacted his ability to properly measure the program’s success. EW also
expressed, “What is the graduation rate of African Americans at WVU now? What was the goal
for us to move? Or was this program trying to address that?” JD added, “What are professional
and peer mentors doing to retain these brothers on campus, making sure that they’re okay in their
day to day lives, and what have you.” Administrators did not have a measurement tool in place
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and students recognized that. This lack of structure and organization may have an indirect effect
on student’s participation, but a direct effect on the University involvement, especially if asked
to provide monies for the initiative and a direct effect on faculty who are not aware of the
importance of this program. There are both initiatives that lack structure and organization and
ones that are polished with a firm foundation. Throughout the literature, there are discussions
these types of initiatives as well as the theories to create a firm foundation for research studies.
In the next section, the researcher aligns the research study with the literature to examine if there
are similarities.
Literature
Why are only 30% of Black college male students retained each year? And of those who
do persist, why do 70% never earn a college degree? These disparaging numbers make the
argument that there is a need to retain and graduate Black men. In this study, the researcher
examined the factors that led to Black college male students’ persistence and graduation
completion. These factors were derived from semi-structured and focus group interviews
probing student perspectives concerning a retention initiative aimed to increase Black college
male retention. According to Bean (2001), there is a typical profile of students who are retained
and graduate each year. That profile includes (a) enrollment in college following high school;
(b) attending a four-year private or public university seeking a bachelor’s degree; (c) being a
full-time student; (d) coming from a white or Asian family whose parents are educated with high
annual incomes; (e) attending a high-quality high school; (f) receiving good grades in high
school; (g) scoring well on college entry exams; (h) intending to graduate and set career goals; (i)
participating in college activities and have a positive attitude towards school; and (j) identifying
the campus as being a good fit. Of the 10 criteria that Bean (2001) suggests are a benchmark for
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student retention and graduation completion, the student participants in this study, collectively,
meet more than half of these criteria. However, when the researcher asked the participants why
some of their Black peers dropped out of college or never enrolled, many shared that that those
students lacked a solid family foundation, did not have good enough grades, did poorly on
entrance exams, did not get into their college of choice, forcing them to attend a community
college, and particularly being unclear how to set goals in college. All of the student participants
enrolled in college following high school. When the researcher probed them to see how many of
their peers did not attend college right away, most of the participants shared at least 75% of
Black peers stayed home and worked following high school. Nine of the 10 participants enrolled
in a four-year public university. One single student started at a two-year college but transferred
to MAC University after his sophomore year. Many Black college males enroll in community
colleges following high school (Harper, 2006). All of the student participants came from Black
households and categorized themselves as working to middle class families. Two of the 10
participants attended affluent high schools, one private school and the other a public school
located in an affluent school district. Six of the 10 participants shared they graduated high school
with a 3.0 GPA or better. All of the participants were involved in at least one college activity,
with many participating in two or more. The participants in this study fit many of the criteria
Bean (2001) suggests are factors that improve retention and graduation completion. However,
the students in this initiative are students who voluntarily signed up to participate. The initiative
is self-selected and students do not go through a rigorous or mandatory screening selection. So,
the participants have some level of drive to seek out an initiative that will improve their success
(RQ1). The participants who are missing from this study are those who have less than half of the
criterion Bean (2001) offered. Based on research question one, “How does the initiative help
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retain Black college male students,” all student participants shared the retention initiative served
as a reason for their retention and success. Both recent graduate participants expressed if the
retention initiative was not in place they would not have graduated as quickly as they did. The
researcher probed the graduates about whether the initiative was the sole reason for their success,
but it was not. They shared that being involved socially on campus as well as being invited to
participate in Academic S.T.A.R.S. were also reasons they remained at the school. The other
eight student participants acknowledged that M.A.L.E. helped guide them on campus as well as
provide resources that were not made available to them in other spaces on campus. Additionally,
the Director (MA) of M.A.L.E. felt strongly that the initiative helped to retain Black college
men. He shared, “the initiative provides a support system for students and connects them to
institutional programs and organizations to help retain and graduate students.” All of the student
participants agreed that M.A.L.E. was a great support system and acknowledged they felt part of
a family. MA expressed the initiative is also “a safe space for students to discuss successes and
concerns in order to receive support that leads them to retention and graduation.” Lastly, MA
believed one strength of the initiative is the role-modeling between students and staff, which
provides inter-generational perspectives. M.A.L.E. helped participants in three areas that Swail’s
(2004) geometric model suggests is imperative for retention; cognitive, social and institutional.
M.A.L.E. helps students cognitively by connecting them to academic resources on campus. The
initiative helps students socially by encouraging them to be student leaders and join black
fraternities. Additionally, the initiative helps students with academic support set up through the
institution. However, the University lacks consistent faculty support for students, lacks a
welcoming campus environment for students, lacks financial aid assistance for students, and
student services that reflect the culture of Black college males. The literature on retention
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suggests that the factors related to low Black college male retention is in part because of the
institution, but also the external factors Black men bring with them to college (Harper, 2006).
The researcher in this study discovered external factors that student participants brought with
them to college and compared them to factors found in pre-existing literature.
Some of the factors that influence Black college male retention include institutional
factors such as student engagement (Harper, 2006; Tinto, 1993), faculty interaction (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005); and campus climate (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002), as well as external factors
that include family responsibility, peer influence, and psychological factors (Cuyjet, 2006;
Harper, 2006). All of the participants acknowledged feeling “homesick” and missed some of the
amenities they found at home that the campus did not have access too. CA and SA talked about
how important public transportation was for them at home, but the University did not offer
anything like it. RD shared how close his family is and to be hundreds of miles away from them
affected his ability to transition into the university setting. He expressed, “There were times I
wanted them (family) here or I go to them.” JD and SR went to high schools that had a racially
mixed student body and they agreed that having a racially mixed student body in high school
helped them to fit in with racially mixed peers in college. Most of the participants grew up in
predominantly Black communities and found it difficult to connect well with white peers and
faculty. CA shared, “sometimes I feel like we (blacks and whites) have nothing in common.”
Aside from the inability to connect with white peers and faculty, Black college men struggle with
psychological factors like self-esteem, self-worth, self-confidence, and grit (Cuyjet, 2006,
Strayhorn, 2013). CA discussed feeling helpless, with no one to turn to when his grandmother
was ill. RD shared two of his family members were killed during his freshman year in college
and while he had confidence and grit to get through it, he discussed not having an outlet to deal
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with his emotional pain. KE disclosed he was shot one weekend home visiting his family and
one of his professors found out about via social media and immediately contacted the department
to offer assistance. KE was genuinely moved by this gesture and said it had a direct impact on
his desire to stay at the university. KE was the only participant who expressed a college
professor went out of their way to provide assistance. He also admitted his self-worth increased
because of his professor’s personal attention to his life. All participants agreed they possessed
grit, an important attribute in being a successful Black college student. They defined grit as the
ability to push through life’s obstacles to reach your goal. For Black men who do not possess
grit or a strong sense of self, it may be a liability that affects their ability to do well in college.
All participants in this study have goals to graduate from college. Presently, two participants are
recent graduates, one student participant is a graduate student, and one student dropped out of
MAC and transferred to a four-year public college close to his home. The other six participants
are active students who are on course to graduate. In addition, the criteria used to gauge
students’ likelihood of persisting and graduating come from extensive research. The criterion
that Bean (2001) developed came from existing student retention theories. Most researchers gain
knowledge from existing research and theories in order to further the cause. The researcher in
this study also looked at several theories to guide his limited understanding of student retention.
In addition, the researcher paid special attention to Tinto’s (19975, 1993) model of student
departure and Swail’s (2004) geometric model of Student Persistence and Achievement to
further explain the obstacles and needs Black men face in college as well as provide
recommendations for educators and policy makers as they progressively address the unmet needs
of Black college male students.
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Tinto’s (1975, 1993) model on student departure revolutionized the way theorists
understood student departure and has become the most widely used student departure model.
Tinto (1993) believed that the process of colleges retaining students is similar to how people
become part of communities. Particularly, students would remain enrolled in college if they
separated themselves from family and peers and adopted the customs, values, and behaviors of
the institution (Tinto, 1993). This research study illuminates the difficulties for Black college
men to voluntarily separate themselves from family and peers. Considering Black college men
have difficulty separating from family, it may be an impossible feat for Black men to accomplish
this. In this research study, several participants shared that family and family responsibilities
were important to them. RD expressed, “That first semester was really about getting acclimated
and get my foundation set in place so I could navigate through. The first semester was really
adjustments and adapting to one, my surroundings and being so far away from my family.” CA
added, “Most of my family is in North Carolina - my grandmother, my mom is a single mom,
and I’ve been having to work a few jobs to help my family.” Moreover, adopting the customs,
values, and behaviors of the institution is another hard stretch, specifically for Black men who
are not from a similar environment.
Tinto (1993) identified different student groups, such as African-American students and
low-income students, as having unique experiences which require different retention strategies
than the ones recommended for the white population. While Tinto acknowledged Black college
students as having unique experiences compared to white students, he did not provide readers
with a solution that caters to Black college students. Generally, no theorist has developed a
theory specific to the retention of Black students. SA shared, “I read somewhere, the white
population has a higher graduation rate than Black students. Something needs to be done about
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that.” Participants recognized that Black students were at a disadvantage in college. Their hope
in the initiative was because they felt it was the only program on campus where participants felt
someone cared about the state of Black men in college. CW felt, “This initiative has been
extremely effective from what I understood the initiative was supposed to do. But I have zero
black teachers, nobody that is black teaching me. This makes it hard for students like me.”
Participants have unique experiences compared to their white counterparts and these experiences
have required Black to students advocate for themselves and seek opportunities to connect with
the campus. While Tinto (1993) did not have a retention or graduation solution for Black college
males, he recognized that work must be done in order for Black college males to increase
retention percentages. The researcher also paid special attention to Swail’s (2004) geometric
model of student persistence and achievement to further explain the obstacles and needs Black
men face in college.
The geometric model of student persistence and achievement is the conceptual
framework the researcher used to guide the study. The model is shaped like a triangle which
denotes a particular force on the center of the triangle. The center of the triangle represents the
student and the outside of the triangle account for student outcomes: cognitive, social, and
institutional factors (see Figure 1).
In this study, the researcher discovered by placing participants in the center of the
triangle, participant outcomes were varied, but had similar themes. All participants were Black
men, but the communities and school districts they attended were vastly different. Previous
research has promoted the Black college male experience as similar or monolithic, but this study
demonstrates how different Black men are and how their needs are diverse. During the semistructured and focus group interviews, the participants disclosed the cognitive, social, and
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institutional factors that influenced their decision to become part of the retention initiative as
well as thoughts behind their decision to remain at the university.
The study used document analysis to analyze the data collected. Document analysis
utilized the data with word count analysis to determine which words are mostly used by the
participants and which words are seldom used. Based on the results, the 20 most used words
included students, initiative, male, black, college, school, support, empowerment, academic,
campus, university. It also bears noting that the mostly used words did not reflect positive words
and phrases such as networking, mentorship family or sense of belongingness. One possible
interpretation of this is that the participants did not really feel any sense of belongingness or
effective mentorship. On the other hand, it is also possible that using the word count analysis, the
participants did not use these specific words but actually chose to expound more using other
words or sentences. A good response to the results of this document analysis is o ensure that the
Black college male students would be able to experience positive experience during their
university education and actually be able to articulate and relay this positive experience to others.
Some of the cognitive factors that emerged in this study were academic rigor and critical
thinking ability. RD shared, “I had no idea what to expect. My teammate, Terrell, helped me out
a lot as far as understanding my role as a football player and the hard academics as a student.”
CW echoed, “I wanted to play football here, but my brother advised me to focus on my
academics. Had he not gave me that advice, I would have come here to play football.” The
influence of trusted people in the lives of these participants helped them make critical decisions
about their college career. In many instances, participants were not cognitively ready for
college, but the influence of family, friends, and the retention initiative helped them strengthen
their cognitive abilities, ultimately representing a factor that increased persistence.
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Parallel to cognitive factors, this study also introduced social factors that participants
shared were important in their development and reason to join the retention initiative. Some of
the social factors that emerged in this study were financial issues, cultural values, and family
influence. SA shared, “A really good friend of mine (here) didn’t have the best focus with
school. It was tough for him. He ended up having a baby and barely could afford school. He
ended up dropping out.” Black college males have great intentions of doing well in school, but
finances and family obligations continue to be an obstacle for Black men who enroll in college.
If Black college men come from families of low socioeconomic status, paying for school is a
significant challenge that their affluent, white counterparts may not experience. In addition,
participants spoke about cultural values that impeded their ability to remain focused on school.
Some of those cultural values centered on participants would respond in certain situations.
Participants expressed that if they got someone pregnant, the first thought would be to drop-out
of school and get a job to provide for the baby. Other cultural responses involved interactions
with others who shared different cultural values. SA continued, “My first roommate was a white
student who I hung out with until I was able to find my core group. It’s just…you know, be able
to stay true to yourself and be who you are, but it’s difficult with people who don’t understand
your culture.” This idea of culture emerged several times throughout the interviews. Socially,
participants felt their peers and faculty did not embrace their culture and oftentimes made them
feel marginalized on campus. There were no campus activities that represented their culture and
many times participants felt it was hard to fit in. The retention initiative provided the cultural
context participants needed to feel like they were part of the campus.

BLACK MALE STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF RETENTION INITIATIVES

163

Akin to cognitive and social factors were institutional factors that influenced participants’
decisions to be part of the retention initiative. Some of the institutional factors that emerged in
this study were academic services and student services. JD shared:
The S.T.A.R.S. and M.A.L.E. programs empowered me in being an RA, being an SGA
senator, being a university ambassador, where a lot of those faces were white. And I was
the only black man sitting at the table. So it was sort of like, if I don’t do it, who will?
Being part of the retention initiative helped participants find their voice and encourage
them to take their voice with them in spaces on campus where there was no representation of
Blackness. Albeit, the absence of Black representation in spaces on campus may add to the
disparaging number of Black men who drop-out of college before earning a college degree. CT
acknowledged:
Once I joined a Black fraternity that’s really what got me to become a part of M.A.L.E.
because a lot of my older fraternity brothers were a part of M.A.L.E., which then pushed
me to be a part of other things on campus.
Participants were introduced to institutional academic and student services through the
retention initiative. There was a level of trust the retention initiative provided the participants,
which in turn helped them open up to the many offerings the University provided. Some
participants joined fraternities and others became resident assistants. No matter the number of
services participants were part of, they all expressed how M.A.L.E. and S.T.A.R.S. encouraged
them to take part in these services.
The cognitive, social, and institutional factors proved to be meaningful for the
participants in the study. Swail (2004) suggested that if students did not connect cognitively,
socially, or institutionally, it would be a hard feat for them to remain at the college. However,
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Swail (2004) also made mention to the notion that all three factors carry different weight for
students. For instance, a student could connect well socially and institutionally, but not connect
as well cognitively. In this instance, the student may persist and eventually graduate, but the
presence of all the factors increase the likelihood of a student persisting and earning a degree.
Participants in this study valued the retention initiative and acknowledged it helped them develop
social and cognitive skills to navigate the terrain of a PWI.
Limitations
This dissertation investigated the perceptions of a retention initiative aimed to increase
Black college male retention and graduation completion. During this study, I provided
descriptive accounts about the lived experiences of a retention initiative based on the stories and
reflections of the participants. The data collected was beneficial and I was able to take into
account the influence the initiative had for Black college male students. Further, this study
advanced the knowledge of the Black college male experience by addressing the unmet needs of
Black college males and acknowledge ways to aid them in their pursuit of excellence through
retention and graduation completion. As I reflected on the entirety of this research study, I am
extremely pleased with the results, experience, and knowledge gained. However, while
reflecting on the enormity of this project, I recognized a few limitations that should be addressed.
Although I do not consider myself a limitation, I recognize that as a Black male
researching Black male students, I am privy to cultural nuances and lived experiences that could
influence my connection with the data. In my attempt to maintain the integrity of the data, I
constantly checked in with my participants to be certain I provided an accurate account of their
stories. While, my presence as a Black male does not discredit the study, it would be meaningful
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to know what the outcomes of the study would be if a white man or woman served as the
researcher.
It bears noting that the study also used document analysis using the word count analysis
to analyze the responses from the participants. It can be taken as a limitation since the words
uttered by the participants may not necessarily reflect the entirety of what the participants wanted
to mean. Thus, it may also be taken as a limitation if some of the data analysis in this study
pertained to the word count of the responses from the participants.
In addition, this study was bounded geographically and demographically. The location of
this study took place at a land-grant PWI located in a rural environment. The experiences of the
participants in this study are specific to this school. However, it would be important to examine
the experiences of Black college males who attend PWIs located in suburban and urban
environments. Some of the cultural artifacts that participants revealed were not accessible to
them in this rural environment would be available to them in other geographical locations. Thus,
the outcomes of the study may be different. Furthermore, the demographic of the study included
Black college men attending a PWI, but if the study included Black college men attending a
HBCU, this may show deeper comparisons between Blacks at PWIs versus HBCUs.
Furthermore, one of the research questions asks, “How does the initiative in place help to
retain Black college male students attending a land-grant PWI located in a rural environment?”
When I started this research study, I was only aware of the M.A.L.E. initiative. However, the
participants mentioned another program entitled Academic S.T.A.R.S. While S.T.A.R.S. is not
solely designed for Black college males, it is a summer-bridge program for newly admitted
Black college students. The impact and influence S.T.A.R.S had on Black college males was
just as profound as the influence M.A.L.E. had on participants. It is impossible to tease the two
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apart. In a future study, it would be interesting to see how the S.T.A.R.S. program influences the
retention of Black college male and female students.
Additionally, all of the participants were active members of the retention initiative. Their
participation helped the researcher construct a better understanding of the purpose, process, and
effectiveness of the initiative. However, it is important to know the experiences of Black college
males who do not participate in the initiative. How are they able to persist year to year without
being part of the initiative? And if these men are at the brink of departing from the college, what
do they need in order to persist and graduate? These limitations were not intentional, but they
are important to highlight. The next section discusses the implications for practice and future
research.
Implications
This study highlights the experiences of Black college male students who attend a PWI
located in a rural environment. While this study is not a representation of every Black college
male students’ story, the data provided identifies knowledge beneficial to Black college male
development. This timely study is about self-awareness, purpose, processes, effectiveness,
adaptation, and development. The researcher attempted to explain the experiences of Black
college male students without deviating from their raw accounts and personal stories about
college, retention and programs. This study outlined the importance of programs for Black
college males that aimed to help them develop and grow in unfamiliar spaces. Based on the data
provided, educators, faculty, and administrators should discuss ways to engage Black college
males in multiple spaces on campus that promote their well-being, academic aptitude, social
integration, and retention. This dissertation should also prompt parents to engage in
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conversations with institutions about ways to aid Black college males in addition to ways parents
can best support them from afar.
Conclusion
As this dissertation comes to a close, it is paramount to acknowledge the conversation
about how to provide Black males a college experience that promotes growth, retention and
graduation completion is just getting started. This dissertation was a project that began based off
of my personal journey through higher education and later gained momentum and support from
scholars who research student injustices and the outcomes of those injustices as experienced by
students and the institution at large. Through this study, the researcher had the privilege of
sharing space with Black college male students who not only aspire to earn a college degree but
have ambitions to return to their communities and inspire other Black males to consider college
as a realistic, attainable option.
This study does not provide all the answers to the plight of Black men in higher
education. Nor does it provide a new theory to help educators create intentional programs or
practices that would lead to increased retention efforts for Black college males. Rather, this
study is an in-depth analysis of the phenomenon—retention initiatives aimed to increase Black
college male persistence. The hope is that the creators of retention initiatives recognize that
Black men are not monolithic, and their voices are imperative in designing programs that are
tailored for them. In addition, retention initiatives serve as incubators of opportunity and in these
spaces are Black males influenced to embrace the culture of the institution, join student
organizations, partner with other peers, and develop positive, working relationships with faculty.
The impact and influence retention initiatives have on Black college males is essential for their
success.
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It is my hope that I held your attention long enough to compel you to advance this
conversation and scholarship. The knowledge is now in your hands and the promise of Black
male success lies in the voices of the those who believe in social justice, equity, and inclusion.
To my participants, may you forever strive to allow your voices to be heard and may this work
compel you to pave the way for those in your rearview.
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Appendix A
Interview Questions for Administrators
(based on research questions):
+ How do Black male students perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a retention
initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?
+ How do college administrators perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a retention
initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?
+ Are there differences in how Black male students and college administrators perceive the
purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a retention initiative aimed to increase Black college
male retention?

1. How does this initiative help to retain Black college male students attending a land-grant
PWI located in the Appalachian region?
2. What are your perceptions of the way this initiative functions?
3. What are your perceptions of the effectiveness related to this initiative?
4. What impact (if any) has this initiative had on student decisions to remain at the
University?
5. If you could design the initiative differently, what would you do?
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Appendix B
Interview Questions for Students
(based on research questions):
+ How do Black male students perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a retention
initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?
+ How do college administrators perceive the purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a retention
initiative aimed to increase Black college male retention?
+ Are there differences in how Black male students and college administrators perceive the
purpose, processes, and effectiveness of a retention initiative aimed to increase Black college
male retention?
1. In your own words, describe this initiative?
2. What are your perceptions of the way this initiative functions?
3. What are your perceptions of the effectiveness related to this initiative?
4. What impact (if any) has this initiative had on your decision to remain at the University?
5. If you were to design this initiative what things would you offer?

